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CHAPTER OHE 


An odd vibration rowed Perry Bergman from a restless 
sleep, and he was instantly filled with a stjange fore- 
boding. The unpleasant murmur put him in mind of 
fing^iails scraping down a blackboard. He shuddered 
and threw oft his thin blanket. As ho stood up, tlie 
vibration continued. With his bare feet on the steel deck it 
now reminded him of a dentist’s diill ]ust bciteatli it he 
could detect tlic normal hum of the ship’s generators and 
the whir of its air conditioning fans 

“What the hell?” he said aloud, even tliongh tlicre 
was no one within earshot to provide an answ'cr. He’d 
hclicojjtcred cut to tlic ship, tlie licr.thic E\-plorn^ the 
previous evening after a long flight from Los Angeles to 
New York to Ponta Delgada on the Azorean island of S.in 
Miguel. Between tinic zone changes and a long briefing 
about tlte tcclmical problems his crew was experiencing, 
he was undcrstaitdably cxh.ausrcd. He didn’t like being 
av.'akcncd after only four hemrs of sleep, especially by such 
a jarring; vibration. 

Snatching tl.c ship’s phone ftoni its cradle he {ninchcd 
iti tlie number for tlic bridge. While he waitcvl for the 
connection to go through lie peered out the portliolc of 
his V.l P. compartment on ‘ 

Perry didn’t think of bin 
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Outside, the sun had barely cleared the horizon. The ship 
cast a long shadow across tltc Atlantic. Perry was looking 
west over a misty, calm sea whose surface resembled a vast 
expanse of beaten pewter. The ss’ater undul.ttyd s'muousb 
ssath low, widely separated swells. The .serenity of the 
scene belied the goings-on below the surfecc. The Bnnhtc 
Explorer was being held in a fixed position by computer 
driven commands to her propellers .is well as to her bow 
and stem thrusters over a portiou of the voicanic.ally and 
sdsmic^y active Mid-Atlantic Ridge, a uvehc-tliou.sand- 
mlfc-long, jagged range of mountains that bisects the 
ocean. Wath the constant cxt nisio n of enormous quanti- 
ties of lava, submarine explosions of steam, and frequent 
mini earthquakes, the submerged cqrd'iJsX** rite 
antithesis of the ocean surface’s summer tranquillity. 

“ Bridge a bored voice responded in Perry’s car. 

, “Wicrc’.s Crtprain Jameson?’’ Perry .snapped. 

“In his bunk as far as I know,” the voice said casually 
“Wli.u the hell is th.’it vibration?” Perry demanded. 
“He.tts me, but it’s not coming from the ship's power 
plant if tiMt'.s what you’re asking. Otherwise I would have 
heard from the engine room. It’s pro\>ably just the 
drilling rig. Want n\c foe.d! the drilling van?” 

Perry tinin't .mswer; he just slammed the phone down. 
He coi'fdn’t believe whoever was on the bridge v/asn’t 
moved to iiivcstip.atc (lie s-ibr,»tion on his own. Didn’t he 
c.irc? It ifkvtl Perry to in, end that his ship w.is being 
operated \o onpn>fr>Mon.ally, hut .he decided to deal with 
tnat issue i.stcr. Instc.id he tried to ti«,“iis on getting into 
his je.ins .md iicavy wool turtleneck He didn’t need 
someone to tell him the vibration might be coming from 
the drilling rig. Th.u w.ar pretty obvious. .'Sfrer all, it was 
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difficulty with the drilling operation that had brought 
Perry here from Los Ajigclcs. 

Perry knew^ that he had gambled the future of Bcntliic 
Marine on the current project: drilling into a magma 
chamber within a seamount west of tlie Azores. It was a 
project that was not under contract, meaning the 
company tvas spending instead of being paid, and the cash 
hcmorriiagc svas horrendous. Perry’s motivation for tire 
undert.iking restcel on his belief that the feat would 
capture the public’s imagination, focus interest on 
undersea c.'cploralion, and rocket Benthic Marine to the 
forefront of oceanographic research. Unfortunately, tire 
endeavor was not going as planned. 

Once he was dressed. Perry glanced in the mirror over 
the sink in the cubbyhole bathroom. A few years ago he 
wouldn’t have taken tlsc lime. But things had changed. 
No\y that he *.\’as in his forties, he found that the .tousled 
look tliat used to work for hint m.ide him htok old, or at 
be.st tired. His hair was thinning and he required glasses 
lo read, but he srill had a winning smile. Perry was proud 
of his straighr, whirc recth, espcci.dly since they empha- 
sized the t.tn he worked hard to maintain. Satisfied by his 
reflection, he daslicd out of his compartment and ran 
down the passagetvay. As he pa.ssed the doors to the cap- 
tain’s and first mate’s quarters. Perry was tempted to 
pound on them to vent his irritation. He knew the metal 
surfaces waniul reverlicratc like kettledrums, yanking the 
sleeping uccup-mts from their slumbers. As the founder, 
picsident, and largest shareholder of Benthic Marine, he 
cxpccieil people to be more on ihci.' toes while he was on 
board. Could he be the only one concerned enough to 
check this vibration out? 

Fimerging onto tlic deck. Perry tried to V ' t* 
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source of the strange lium, which was now inci gcd svnth 
the sound of the operating drill rig. 'J'he Iknthir Exph^rr 
wa.s a four-hundred -fiftv-fooi vessel \sith .1 twenty-stor)' 
drilling derrick amidship that bridged a central bay. In 
addition to the drilling rig, the ship boasted a saturation 
dis-ing complex, a deep sea submersible, and everal 
remote-controlled mobile camera sleds, each mounted 
with an impressive array of .still cameras and tcletis'on 
camcorders. Combining this equipment and an c.vtcnsivc 
lab, the Eiuthic Explflirr^wc its parent company, Benthic 
Marine, the ahilin' to carry out a wide range of oceano- 
graphic studies and operations. 

Pern' saw the door tr> the drilling van oj>en. A giant of 
a man appeared. He yawned and stretched before hoisting 
the straps of his coveralls over his shoulders ami donning 
his yellow hard hat, which had SHIM .sljplvitvi.stiR w'ritten 
in block letters over the visor. Still stifl' with sleep, lie 
headed in the direction of the rotary table. He was obvi- 
ously in no hurrv' despite the vibration coursing through 
the ship. 

Quickening his p.vce Perry caught up to the man just as 
two other deckhands joined him. 

“It’s been doing this for .about twenty minutes, chief,” 
one of the roustabouts yelled over the noise of the. drilling 
rig. All three men ignored Perrv. 

The shift forcm.an grunted as lie pulled on a pair of 
hc.avv' work gloves and blithely vvwlked qnt .across the 
narrow met.il grate .sj-anning the ctnrra! well. His sang- 
froid impressed Perrv The e.arwaik seemeti flimsy and 
there vv.ir only a low. thin haudr.ail to block the fifty foot 
drop to the occ.ai! ..ns free below Hc.actiing the tot.ary 
tabir, the snpcrvi.or leaned out and pt.iced both gloved 
h.ini!j aK.iir rfic rotating shaft. He viidn’t trv to grip it 
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tiglitly but rAthcr let it rotate across his palms. He cocked 
his head to the side while he tried to interpret the tremor 
transmitted up the pipe. It took only a moment. 

“Stop die rig!” the giant shouted. 

One of the roustabouts dashed back to the exterior 
control panel. Within a moment die rotary table came 
to a clanking halt and the grating vibration cea.scd. The 
supervisor walked back and stepped onto the deck. 

“Clirissakc! The bit’s busted again,” he said with an 
expicssion of disgust. “This is fast becoming a god- 
damned joke.” 

“The joke is that we’ve only drilled for nvo or tl.; . r 
feet in the last four or five days,” the remaining roust 
about .said. 

“Shut up!” the giant intoned. “Get the hell over there 
and rai.se the driil string to the well head!” 

The second roustabout joined the first. .Almost 
inimedpitcly theic was a new sound of powerful 
niacliliicry ;is the win ch es were engaged to do the fore- 
man’s bidding. The ship shuddered. 

• “How can you be sure the bit’s broken?” I’crry yelled 
over tlic new noise. 

The foreman IcKiked down at him. “Experience,” he 
yelled then turned and strtKlc off towaid the ship’s stern. 

Perry Iiad to run to eaicli up. F.ach of the foicmaii’s 
strides was double his. Perry tried to a.sk another question 
but the foreman cillicr didn’t hcai' or w.is ignoriu.g him. 
Tliey reached the conipaiiionway and the fo. cman st.ii ted 
up, takiiie, the stains three at a time. 'Iwo decks .ibove 
he entered a passagewaj- and tJieii sloj'pcd outside a 
coiiipaitnient door. The name o.n 
MaIIK 1').A\1I.i.SO.N, O’.'iJsAi JONS COWN5r\N 
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knocked loudly. At first the only response was a fit of 
coughing but tlicn a voice called out to come in. 

Perry pressed into the sm.ill compartment behind the 
forcm.m. 

“B.id news, chief,” the foreman said. “I’m afraid the 
diill bit’s busted again.” 

“Wiat the hell time is it?” Mark asked. He mn his 
lingers through his messy hair. He was sitting on the side 
of Ins bunk dressed in skivvies. His facial feturcs had a 
pufiy look, and his voice was tliick with sleep. Without 
wamiig ror a reply lie readied for a pack of cigarettes. The ' 
.nr in the room was inibued with stale smoke " 

* !!!*’' said, 

lesus. M.ark .said. His eyes tJicn focused on Perrv ■ 

“Wiai vibt.ition?” Mark .asked H,. t. j i , 
wh,> ».1S starinc; at I'.rry 

noirv, tlH lurcniansnd, 

\ as the dni. .ram rattling’” M.arJ;.iskcd 

Hie to!ciii.,n noddcii. “Jnst hke M.r I ’ r 

n!.wbc.\liul..-v.„rse.” ' ‘ times, 

'•^c oiily ii.wf i 

carbide bit left." lamented. tungsten 

‘•Vin; d.m’t ii.ive t,, tel! me ” th*^ n.. 

Noi nuich ciung.e from ye.terd.n- " tl r f 

■' f'>rcm.in said. 
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“Wc’vc got out thirteen hundred thirry-thrcc feet of pipt . 
Since the bottom is just shy of a thousand feet and there’ ; 
no sediment, we’re down into the rock about thrci 
hundred and forty feet, give or lake a few inches.” 

“This is what I was expiainiiig to you last night,” Mark 
said to Perry. “We were doing hue until four days ago. 
Since then we’ve gone nowhere, maybe two or three feet 
tops, despite using up four drill hits.” 

“So you think you’ve bit up against a hard layer?” 
Perry said, thinking he had to say something. 

Mark laughed sarca.sticaily. “ifard ain’t the word. 
We’re using diamond-studded bits with the straightesi 
flutes made! Worse yet is wo got another hundred feet of 
the same stuff, whatever it is, before we get to the magma 
chamber, at least according to our ground-penetrating 
radar. At this rate we’ll be here for ten years.” 

“Did the lab analyse the rock caught in the la.st Ifrokcn 
bit?” the foreman asked. 

“Yeah, they did,” Mark said. “It’s a ivpc of rock they’d 
never seen bciore. At least according to dad Messenger. 
It’s composed of a type of crystalline olivine that he tliink;. 
might have a microscopic matrix of diamond. I wish ui- 
could get a bigger sample. One of the biggest problems oi 
drilling in open sea is not getting a return of circuinred 
drilling fluids. It’s like dnlling in t!ie dark.” 

“Could we get a corer dinvn there?” Perry asked. 

“A lot of good that would do if we can't make any 
headway wth a diamond-sD.id led bit.” 

“How about piggy’backing it svith the diamond bit. If 
we could get a rc.il sample of this stuff we’re rrring to drill 
through, maybe we could figure out a rea.sonablc came 
plan. We got too much invested ii 
up without a real fighr.” ' . • i 
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Mark locjkcti at the forentan, who shrugged. Then he 
looked back at Pen y. “Mey, yov’rc the boss.’* 

“At least for note,’' Perry .said. He wasn’t joking. He 
wondered how long he svas going to be tlie boss it the. 
project c.imc to naught. 

“All right,’*' Mark .said. He put his cigarette down on 
the edge of an 'overflot'ang ashti'ay Pull the drill bit up 
to the well head.’’ 

“The boys arc already doing tltaf,” the fo>-eni3n said. 
“Get the last dianiond dtill bit front supply,” Mark 
said. He rcai'hcd lor Jtis piuiue. “I’ll have larry Nelson 
get the satiii.ition divi system up and running and the 
subntcisiWc if. the watei. We’ll replace the bit and see if 
we c.in get a better sauiplc of what it is we’re drilling 
into.” 

“Aye, aye,*' the foreman s.fid He turned and left wliiic 
Mark lifted his phone to his tar to cal! the diving eont- 
tnamlcr 

Petty started u» !• 'e himself wltcn Mark licld up his 
hanil to motion Kn . nn lo stay. After fini.sliing his call to 
I jrry NcKou, Mail. Uiokc'd up at Perry. 

liters s something ! didn’t Irring up last tiight at the 
bncling, In- .s.mi ‘‘Itin 1 think you ought to know about 
h.” 

Perrt ; v.,ill(med J hs mont!; had gone drv. He siidn’l 
like Math’s tone ot voice. It .smiiided like inure Irad news. 


“ nils iiiighi h, n. .thing,” M.iik cirntin-jcd “but wltcn 
we used tile gtfund jvnet.atmg radai to study this layer 
v.c’rc tfi.Ki.f to doll liiiongli like 1 m.riioned b< fotc 
jharc was e.. une.spo. ted iiui.l.-ma' find „g. I got the d.tta 
lifte .lit i;>', v!;,sk IP. > c.t! ..vai’t til see it'-’’ 


idi me,” 


Ptrty .said. “I can look at the data 
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“The rad.ir th.ir the ..oiitcnts of the magma 

chamber migin not hi; \th.-.i we tinnight from the oritrina! 
s eismic studies. It b; Uqiiid.” 

“You’re je'kiPig! ' i pis i:c\v information added to 
Perry’s misgivings. It -v/.v t>y' .:c< (dent the previous 
summer that d;c Benthic i\\pb-er ha-i discovered the sea 
mount they were presently drilling. -Vliat was so amazing 
about the find wis Lhat as pmr '>rtl:e Mid-Atlantic ridge, 
the area had '■seen e\tcnsiv<-ly scudic<I by (leosat, the U.S. 
Navy’s gravity measuring s-u« liitu i-vd to create cojitour 
maps of the 0(-c.'in bottom V< r M '.'ii.h(m' this particular 
undersea mountain had evad-M <.;(.< • .u’s radar. 

Although the Benthic E\y!o:-rt- t.t had been eager to 
get Home they’d 'paused k-.ig cn*' .:h to mike several 
passes over the mysterious ni< ■int. '.Vi Ii t|-,c ship’s sopiiis- 
ticated sonar they did a cursory ^u.d\ of the gm^iji’s 
internal structure. To everyone’s surprise flw r. su'ts were 
as unexpected as the mountain’s prcscus'. flie seamount 
appeared to be a particularly ihin skimxd, o,uicsccnr 
volcano whose liquid core was a men: foe.r lumdrcil feet 
beneath the ocean floor. Even more astoiiriiling was rbiat 
the substance within the magma v h.unber had sound 
propagation characteristics idcnrica! to those of the 
Mohorovicic discontinuity, or Moho, the mystcriou.s 
boundary between the earth’s i rust and tlic earth’s 
mantle. Since no one had ever bei.n able to get magma 
from the Moho, although both Americans and Russians 
had tried during the Cold War P./o-v deciilcd to go back 
and tlrill into tlic mounuin :u hopcj :!iat Benthic Marine 
might be the first organization to simple the molten 
material. He reasoned that the material’s analysis would 
shed light on the smicturc and perhaps even the origin 
of tlic earth. But now his Benthic Rxplorer^s operations 
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commander was telling him that the original seismic data 

might be wrong! , .4 

"The magma chamber may be empty, ' Mark sard. 
"Empty?" Perry blurted. 

"Well, not empty,” Mark corrected himself. "Pilled 
Mith some kind of com.prcsscd gas, or maybe steam.- 1 
know extrapolating data at this depth is pushing ground- 
penetrating radar technology' beyond its limits. In fact a 
lot of people would say the rcsulLs I’m talking about arc 
just artifact, son’a off the graph so to speak. But tltc fact 
that the radar dr:a doesn’t jibe wjtli the seismic worries 
me just the same. I mean. I’d just hate to make this huge 
effort only to get nollting hut a bunch of superheated 
steam. Nobody’s going to be happy witli that, least of all 
your investors.” 

Perry chewed die inside of his check while he mulled 
over Mark’.s concern. He began to wish he’d never heard 
about Sea Mount Olympus, which was the name the crew 
had given tlic flat-topped, underwater mountain tliat they 
were trying io poke a hole into. 

“Have you mentioned this to Dr. Newell?” Perry 
asked. Dr. Sur.annc Newell was rhe senior oceanographer 
on the Benthic Explorer. “Has she seen this radar data 
you're talking about?’’ 

Nobody s seen it, ’ Mark said. "1 just happened to 
notitr. the shadow on tv.y computer screen yesterday 
when 1 was preparing for your arrhal I was thinking 
about bringing it up at your bticflng last night but 
ilcsided to wait to talk nr you in private. In ease you 
Susen t noticed, there s a bit of a ino.ealc problem out 
here with certain members of the crew. A lot of pctmlc 
have begun to think that drilling into this guyoi's a bit 
hke n.ting, at windmills People arc starting to talk about 
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calling it quits and getting home to their families before 
the summer’s out. I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire.” 

Perry felt weak-kneed. He pulled Mark’s chair oat 
from his desk and sat dotvn heavily. He rubbed his eyes. 
He -was tired, hungry, and discouraged. He could kick 
himself for betting so much of his company’s future based 
on so little reliable data, but die discovery had scctned so 
fortuitous. He’d felt compelled to act. 

“Hey, I don’t like to be the bearer of bad news,” Mark 
said. ‘‘We’U do what you suggested. We’ll try to get a 
better idea of the rock we’re drilling. Let’s not get overly 
discouraged.” 

“It’s kind of hard not to,”. Perry said, “considering 
how much it is costing Benthic Marine to keep die ship 
out here. Maybe we should just cut oui' losses.” 

“Why don’t you get yourself something to eat.>” Mark 
suggested. “No sense making any snap decisions on an 
empty stomach. In fact, I’ll join you if you can wait for me 
to shower. Hell! Before you know it we’ll have some more 
information about this orap we’ve hit up against. Maybe 
then it will be dear what we ought to do.” 

“Hov/ long will it take to change the bit?” Perr)' asked. 

“The submersible can be in the water in an hour,” 
Mark said. “They’ll take the bit and the tools down to the 
well head. Getting the divers down there takes longer 
because they have to be compressed before we loiver the 
bell. That’ll take a couple of hours, more if dicy get any 
compression pains. Changing the bit is not hard. Tlie 
whole operation should take three or four hours, maybe 
less.” 

Perry got to his feet wth effort. “Give me a call in my 
compartment when you’re ready to eat.” He reached for 
the door. 
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“Hcv, -v.Vu A icC.” M.'-rk SAtd wth sadden enthiisi:»sm. 
“I c,ot -•■r. i'lc.T tJi.u nVight give you a boost. Why don t 
\oii 'to .l-.nvii v,!t!\ Uic submersible? It's reputed to be 
k-.’u'itiii sic-.vii there on the guyot at least according to 
Svi?\iine. i-ver. the submersible pilot, Donald Fuller, the 
cK-n.K.\l line oibcer, who’s u.sUaUy a tight-lipped, straight- 
arrow kind ol tiuy, says the scenery is outstanding.” 

‘'Wiat can be so great .about a tlat-topped, submerged 
moiuttain?” Perry .^sked. 

“I haven’t gone down myself,” Mark admitted “Bur it 
has something to do with the geology of the area. You 
know, lacing part of the Mid-Atlantic PJdge and all. But 
ask Newell or Fuller! I tell you, they’re going to be 
ecstatic about being asked to go back down. With the 
halogen lights on the submersible ind the clarity of 
the deep sea water, they said the visibility is between two 
and tlirce hundred feet.” 

■ Perry nodded Taking a dive wasn't a bad idea since it 
woiifii (indo'ibtevily t.akc his mind olf the current situ- 
ation and make him fee! like he w,vs dshng something. 
Be'iik's, he d onlv been in the submersible once, olVSanta 
C.uaima Islaiui when Benthic Marine took delivery of the 
sub, .md th.it had been a memorable c.xpcricncc. At least 
he i\ get a cIi.iihc ro see this mountain Chat was causing 
him so much aggnv.jtion 

Una should I tell I’ll be part «>f the crew?” Pc'tv 
. isted. 


“i 't t'ke c.ifc of it,” ^iark s.tid 
pull, v! . lit li;«, T-shirt. ”ni jm.t Li U, i v 


He stncsil op and 
Nelson V.no,\',” 



CHAPTER TWO 


Richard Adams pulled a pair of baggy long johnis from his 
ship’s locker and kicked the door closed. Once he had the 
underwear on he donned his black knit watch stander’s 
hat. Thus attired he left his compartment and banged on 
Louis Mazzola’s and Michael Donaghue’s doors. Both 
responded with a slurr}' of expletives. The curses had lost 
their sting since they constituted such a large percentage 
of these crew members’ vocabularies. Richard, Louis, and 
Michael, professional divers,“werc the hard drinking, hard 
living sort who regularly risked their lives by welding 
underwater if that were required, or- blowing things up 
like reefs, or changing bits during submarine drilling 
operations. They were underwater hard-laborers and 
proud of it. 

The three had trained together in the U.S. Navy, 
becoming fast friends as well as accomplished members of 
the Navy’s UDT force. All had aspired to become Navy 
Seals, but that turned out not to be in the cards. Their 
predilection for beer and fistfights far exceeded that of 
their fellows. That the three had grown.up with alcoholic, 
brutisli, abusive, bigoted, blue-collar, wife-beating fathers 
was an explanation for their behavior, but riot an excuse. 
Far from being embarrassed by their patriarchal examples, 
the three looked upon their harsh childhoods as a nati^ 
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progression to true' manhood. None of them ever gave 
even a passing thought to the old adage Like fethcr like 


son. 


Manliness was a critical virtue for all tlircc men. .They 
were ruthless in punishing anyone they perceived as being 
less manly than they who had the nerve to enter a bar in 
which they were drinking. Their judgment fell heavily on 
“shyster” lawyers and (at-assed Army personnel, they alsc 
condemned anyone they’ deemed a dork, a nerd, or r 
queer. Homosexuality bothered them the most, and as far 
as they were concerned the military’s “don’t ask don’l 
tell” policy was ridiculous and a personal affront. 

Although the Navy tended to be lenient with diven 
and tolerant bchasior it wouldn’t brook witli other per 
sonncl, Richard Adams and his buddies pushed the 
envelope too far One hot August afternoon the mcr 
retreated to their favorite hole-in- thc-w’all diver’s bar or 


S.nn Diego s Point I.oma. It had ocen an exhausting di 
of difficult cluing. After numerous rounds of boil 
m.akcrs and an equal number of arguments about tl 
current baseball season, they were shocked and dismayc 
to see a couple of Army guys jauntily walk in. Accordir 
to the divers at their court-martial, these men proccedt 
to “love It up” tn one of the back bootlis. 

Tltc fact that the soldiers were offfeers only made tl 
d.vcn outrage all the more impassioned. Tltcy-ncv 
avka! themselves why a couple of Army officers might I 
'n .San D.ego, a known Navy and Marine tovv-n. Richar 
tl^r pcrcnn,al ringleader, was the first to approach ti 

Tlw A sarcastically— if he could join die orj 

Army men. mistaking Richard’s meaning which w 
for them to pet the hell out, lauglicd. denied any orgy 
wy sort, and offered to buy him and his friends a rSi 


of celebratory drinks. The result was a one-sided brawl 
that put both Army ofiScCR into Balboa Naval Hospital. It 
also put Richard and his friends into the brig and c^•etl- 
tually out of the Navy. The Army men happened to have 
been members of JAG, the Army’s Judge Advocate 
General corps. 

“Come on, you assholes!” Richard yelled when the 
others still hadn’t appeared. He glanced at his diving 
watch. He knew Nelson would be pissed. His orders on 
tlie phone had been to get the diving command center 
ASAP. 

The first to appear was Louis Mazzola. He was almost a 
head shorter than Richard, who stood six feet. Richard 
tliought of Ia)uis ajs a bowling ball kind of guy. He had 
meaty features, an omnipresent five o’clock shadow, and 
short dark hair that lay flat on his round head. He 
appeared to have no neck; his trapezius anplcd out from 
his skull without any indentation. 

“What’s the hurry?” Louis whined. 

“We’re going on a 4ive!” Richard said. 

“So what else is new?” Louis complained. 

Michael’s door opened. He was somewhere betw'ecn 
Richard’s rawboned silhouette and Louis’s stockincss. 
Like his friends he was well muscled and in obviously 
good shape. He was also equivalendy slovenly, dressed in 
the same baggy long johns. But in contrast to the others 
he had on a Red Sox baseball hat with the visor angled 
off sideways. Michael hailed from Chelsea, Massachusetts, 
and was an avid Sox and Bruins fan. 

• Michael opened his mouth to complain about brine 
awakened, but Richard ignored him and set out for the 
main deck. Ixjuis did likewise. Michael shrugged and rSr ' 
follow'cd. As they descended die main companiv-^"*'^ - 
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Louis called ahead to Richard: Adams, you got the 

"""'“Of course I got the cards,” Richard shot back over his 

shoulder. “Have you got your checkbook?” 

“Sacw you,” Louis said. “You haven’t beat me in tlie 

last four dives.” 

“It's been a plan, man,” Richard returned. Ivcbccn 
setting you up.” 

“Screw the cards,” Michael said. “Have you got your 
porno mags, Maxzola?” 

“You think I’d go on a dive without them?” Louis 
questioned. “Hell! I’d rather forget my fins.” 

“I hope you checked to make sure you’ve got the mags 
snth tlic chicks and not the dudes,” Michael teased. 

Ixjuis stopped abruptly. Michael bumped into him. 
“What the hell arc you sapng?” Louis growled. 

“I’m just checking to make sure you brought the right 
ones,” Michael said with a wTy smile. “I might want to 
liorrow them, and I don’t want to find myself looking at 
anyshlongs.” 

Uniis’s hand shot out and he grabbed a handful of 
Michael’s long john top. Michael responded by grabbing 
l-ouis's forearm with his left hand and balling his right 
fund into a fist. Before it could go farther, Richard 
intervened. 

Come on, you dorks!!’ Richard yelled, inserting 
liimsclf between his two friends. With an upward blow he 
kn!>ckcd Ijiuis s arm aside. Tlicrc was a tearing sound, 
Jtul Louis’s hand came away with a tom ssswteh of 
Michael’s umlcrsliirt clutched in his fingers. like a bull 
seeing red, Hmis tried to push past Richard. Wien that 
didn’t work he tried to grab Michael’s top over Richard’s 
sliuuldcf, Michael howled svith laughter and ducked awav 
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“Mazzola, you mcathca'd!” Richard yelled. “He’s just 
trying to pull your chain. Chill out, for chrissake!” 

“Bastard!” Louis hissed. He threw the sw'atch of tom 
fabric he’d yanked out of Michael’s undershirt at his tor- 
mentor. Michael lauded again. 

“Come on!” Richard said with disgust as he continued 
d6wn the passageway. Michael reached down and picked 
up the piece of fabric. When he pretended to stick it back 
onto his chest, Louis laughed in spite of himself. Then 
they ran to catch up to Richard. 

When the divers emerged onto the deck they could see 
that the derrick was raising the pipe. 

“They must have broken the bit again,” Michael said. 
Both Richard and Louis nodded. “At least we know what 
we’ll be doing.” 

They entered the diving van and draped themselves 
over three folding chairs near the door. This was where 
Larry Nelson, the man who ran all the diving operations, 
had his desk. Behind him, on the right-hand side of the 
van and extending all the way down to the far end, w'as 
the diving console. Here were all the readouts, gauges, 
and controls for operating the diving system. On the left 
\sidc of the van’s dash were the controls and monitors for 
jthc camera sleds. Also on the left side was a window that 
looked out on the central well of the ship. It was down 
this central well that the diving bell was lowered. 

The diving sj^stem on the Benthic Explorer w'as a satu- 
ration system, meaning the divers were expected to 
.absorb the maximum amount of inert gas during any 
pven dive. That meant that the decompression time 
required to rid themselves of the inert gas would be the 
same no matter how long they sn ' 
system ^vas composed of three, cyl 


18 


ROBIN COOK 


prcssion chambers (DDC). each wclvc feet wide and 
uventy feet long. The DDCs were hooked together hkc 
enormous sausages with double pressure hatches separa- 
ting them. Within each were four bunks, several fold- 
down tables, a toilet, a sink, and a shower. 

Each DDC also had an entrance port on the side and a 
pressure hatch on the top where the diving bell, or per- 
sonal transfer capsule (PTC), could mate. Compression 
and decompression of the divers took place in the DDC 
Once they had reached the equivalent pressure of th< 
depth where they were to work, they climbed up intc 
the PTC, which was then detached and lowered intc 
w’atcr. When the PTC reached the appropriate depth thi 
divers opened the hatch through which rhey’d cnterec 
the bell and swam to the designated workstation. Whil 
in the water the divers were tethered with an umbilicj 
cord conuining hoses for their breathing gas, for ho 
water to heat their neoprene dry suits, for sensing wire 
and for communication cables. Since the divers on th 
Benthic Explorer used full fecc masks, communication wa 
possible although difficult due to voice distortion in th 
helium-oxygen mature they breathed. The sensing wire 
carried information about each diver’s heart rat< 
brcailiing rate, and brcath’mg gas oxygen pressure. A 
three levels were monitored continuously on a real-tim 
basis. 

Larry looked up from his desk and regarded his sccon 
team of divers with disdain. He couldn’t believe how slo^ 
cnly, brazen, and unprofessional they invariably appearei 
He noted Michael’s jaunty baseball hat and ripped shir 
but he didn’t say anytliing. Similar to the Navy, he tolc 
ated behavior in the divers tlut he would not tolerate with 
other members of his team. Three other divers who were 
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equally aggravating and obstreperous were still in one of 
the DDCs, deconlpressing from the last dive on the well 
head. When diving to almost a thousand feet, decom- 
pression time is measured in days not hours. 

“I’m sorry to have awakened you downs from your 
beauty sleep,” Larry said. “It took you long enough to 
get down here.” 

“I had to floss my teeth,” Richard said. 

“And I had to do my nails,” Louis said. He flapped his 
hand in a swishy, loose wrist fashion. 

Michael rolled his eyes wth mock disgust. 

■ “Hey, don’t start!” Loiiis growled while eyeing 
Michael, He pointed one of his meaty fingers in his 
friend’s face. Michael batted it away. 

“All right, listen up, you animals!” Larry yelled. “Try 
to control yourselves. This is going to be a ninc-hundred- 
and-cighty-foot dive to inspect and change the drill bit.” 

“Oh, something new, eh, chief?” Richard said in a 
high, squeaky voice. “This is the fifth time this dive’s been 
. done and the third tirrie for us. Let’s get on with it.” 

“Shut up and listen,” Larry commanded. “There’s 
something new involved. You’re going to be piggy- 
backin g a corcr on the diamond^bit so that we can sec if 
we can get a decent sample of whatever the hell we’re 
trying to drill into.” 

“Sounds good,” Richard said. 

“We’re going to speed up compression time,” Larry 
said. “There’s some brass aboard who’s in a hurry for 
results. We’re going to see if we can get you do^vn to 
depth in a couple of hours. Now I want to hear imme- 
diately if there’s any joint pain. I don’t want anybody 
playing macho diver. Understand?” ^ 

All three divers nodded. 
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equipment, either Louis or Michael would yell out 
whether it was present or not, and Richard would check it 
off on his list. Anything not present was immediately 
handed titrough the open port by one of the svatch 
standers. 

When the four pages of checklist were completed, 
Richard gave a thumbs-up to the dive supervisor via the 
camcorder mounted on the ceiling. 

“O.K, red diver,” the supervisor said over the 
intercom, “close and dbg the entrance hatch and prepare 
to start compression.” ' 

Richard did as he was told. Almost immediately there 
was the hiss of the compressed gas, and the needle on the ■ 
analog pressure gauge began to rise. The divers happily 
took to their bunks. Richard pulled the worn deck of 
ph>-ing cards from his long john pocket. 



CHAPTER THREE 


Perry emerged from the interior of the ship and stepped 
out onto the grate that formed the deck of the fen tail. He 
was dressed in a maroon jogging suit over sweats— Mark’s 
suggestion. He told Perry it was what he’d worn the last 
time he’d been in the submersible. The quarters were 
tight, so the more comfortable the clothes, the better, and 
layers were good because it could be cool. The outside 
water temperature was only around forty degrees, and it 
was foolish to expend too much battery power on heat. 

At first Perry found walking on the metal grate discon- 
certing since he could sec down into the ocean surface 
some fifty feet below. The water had a cold, gray-green 
look. Perry shivered despite the pleasant ambient tem- 
perature, and he wondered if he should go on the dive 
after all. The strange foreboding that he’d awakened with 
returned, raising the hackles on the back of his neck. 
Although he wasn’t claustrophobic per sc, he’d never 
been comfortable when he found himself in a tight space 
like the interior of the submersible. In feet one of Perry’s 
most horrid memories as a child was hawng been caught 
hiding under the covers by his older brother. His brother 
pounced on him instead of pulling the covers back and, 
for a time that seemed like an eternity, wouldn’t let him 
out. Occasionally Perry still had nigl 
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back in tliat cloth prison wdi the desperate sensation ht 

svas about to smother. 

Pcrr>’ stopped and stared at the little submaruic, whicl 
was sitting on chocks at the ver)' stem of the ship. Anglcc 
over it %s-as a large derrick capable of svvin^ng the vesse 
out over tlic water and lowering it to the surface. Worker 
w'cre ssvarming around the craft like bees hovering aroum 
a hive. Perry knav cnou^ to recognize they wer 
involved in a predive check before launch. 

Perry was relieved that tltc vessel looked considcrabl 
larger dtan it had when it was in the water, a fact du 
appeased his recently awakened claustrophobia. The sul 
mcrsiblc was not as tiny as many were. It was fifty fc( 
long widi a twelve-foot beam, and bulbous in shape, like 
bloated, HYT40 steel sausage with' a fiberglass supc 
structure, llicrc were four view ports made of cight-inc! 
thick, conical sections of Plexiglas: two forward and oi 
to either side. Hydraulic marripulator arms, folded t 
under dre bow, made it took like an enormous Crustacea 
The hull was painted scarlet with white lettering along tl 
sides of the sril. Its name was Oceamts, after the Gre 
god of die outer sea. 

•‘Handsome linlr devil, isn't she?” a voice said. ^ 

Perry turned. Mark had come up behind him. 

Masbe it d be better if I didn’t go on the dive af 

all,” Perry s.-iid, trying to sound casual. ^ 

“And why is that?” Mark asked. 

“I don’t want to be a bother,” Perry said. “I came out 
here to l>c a help, not a hindrance. I’m sure the pilot 
would prefer not to have the equivalent of a tourist 
tagging along.” 

“Poppycock!” Mark said without hesitarion. “Both 
Donald and Suzanne arc thrilled you’re coming. I j^kc 



with them not twenty minutes' ago, and they said as much. 
In fact that’s Donald on that scaffolding, supervising the 
connection to the launching crane. I imderstand you’ve 
never met him.” 

Petty followed Mark’s pointing finger. Donald Fuller 
was an Aftican American with a shaved head, a neat 
pencil-line mustache, and ah impressively muscled firame. 
He was dressed in crisply ironed dark blue coveralls with 
epaulets and shiny name tag. Even from a distance Peny 
could appredatc the man’s martial bearing, especially 
when he heard his deep, baritone voice and his clipped, 
no-nonsense manner as he called out commands. During 
the current operation there was no doubt who was in 
charge. 

“Come on,” Mark urged before Perry could respond. 
“Let me introduce you.” 

Reluctantly, Perry allowed himself to be led over to the 
submersible. It was painfully obvious that he would not 
be able to get out of di^ng on the Occanus without a 
significant loss of face. He’d have to admit to his fears, 
and he hardly thought that' would be appropriate. 
Besides, he had enjoyed his first ride on the sub even 
though that had been done in only a hundred feet of 
water just outside of the harbor on Santa Catalina, a far 
cry from the middle of the A.tlantic Occam. 

Once Donald was satisfied with the submersible’s con- 
nection to the hoisting cable, he swung down from the 
scaffolding and began walking around the boat. Although 
the topside dive team had responsibility for the predivc 
check, Donald wanted to make his own visual check on all 
the penetrations through the pressure hull. Mark and 
Perry caught up to him at the bow. Mark introduced 
Perr>- as the president of Benthic Marine. 
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Donald responded by clickinB his heels and saluting. 
Before Perry knew what he was doing, he saluted back. 
Only Perry didn’t know how to salute; he’d never 
executed die gesture in his life. He felt as pathetic as he 
probably looked. 

“Honored to meet you, sir,” Donald said. He was 
standing ramrod straiglit with his lips pressed together 
and his narcs flared. To Pcrr>’ he appeared like a warrior 
about to do b.attlc. 

“Pleased to meet you,” Perry said. He gestured 
toward the Oceanus. “I don’t want to interrupt you.” 

“No problem, sir,” Donald snapped hacL 
“I also don’t have to go on this dive,” Perry said. “I 
don't svant to be in the way. In fact . . .” 

“You won't be in the way, sir,” Donald said. 

“I know this is an operational dive,” Perry persisted. ‘T 
svouldn’t want to take vour attention away from -your 
lob.” 

“Wien 1 am piloting the Oernntts, ho one takes my 
attention away from my job, sir!” 

“I appreciate that,” Perry’ said. “But I won’t be at all 
offended if you feel I should stay topside. I mean, I’ll 
understand." 

“1 m looking forward to shouing you the capability of 
thi-s craft, sir.” 

Well, thank you,” Perry' said, recognizing the futility, 
of trying to excuse himself graciously. 

“My pleasure, sir,” Donald snapped, 

“kou don’t have to call me sir,” Perry said. 

“Yes. sirl” Donald responded. ITicn his mouth formed 
into a thin smile -when he realized what lic’d .said “I 
mean, yes, Mr. Bergman,” 

“Call me Perry.” 
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“Yes, sir,” Donald said. Then he allowed himself 
second smile when he realized he’d slipped again in 
many seconds. “It’s hard for me to change my ways.” 

“I can see that,” Perry said. “I guess it’s not a wi 
guess that you got your experience for this type of work 
thc'armcd forces.,” 

“That’s affirmative,” Donald said.- “Twenty- five ye: 
in the submarine service.” 

“Were you an officer?” Perry asked. ■ 

“Indeed. I retired as a commander,.” 

Perry’s eyes wandered to the submersible. Now tl 
he’d reconciled himself to the upcoming dive, he want 
reassurance. “How’s the Occnnusbccn performing?” 

“Flawlessly,” Donald answered. 

“So it’s a good little ship?” Perry asked. He patted t! 
cold steel pressure hull. 

“The best,” Donald said. “Better than an^^thing P 
ever piloted, and I’ve been in quite a few.” 

“Are you just being patriotic?” Perry asked. 

“Not at all,” Donald said. “First of all, it can go deep 
tliah any other manned craft I’ve piloted. As I’m su 
you know, it’s got a certified operating depth of twen 
thousand feet and a crush depth not until tliirty-five thoi 
sand. But even that’s deccisnng. With the built-in safe 
margin, we could probably dive to tire bottom of tl 
Mariana Trench without a hitch,” 

Perry swallowed. Hearing the term cru^} 
brought back the shiver he’d expericriced a few minutt 
before. 

“Why don’t you give Perry a quick rundown on'th 
rest of the Occanu^s statistics,” Mark said. “Just n 
refresh his memory.” 

“Sure,” Donald said. “But stand bv for a Cf*rr\ni-? ’’ T_T 


cupped Ills hands around his mouth and yeUed out to one 
f^hc workmen completing the predive check: ‘‘Have the 
rV camcorders been checked out on the inside? 

“That’s an affirmative!’’ tlie worker responded. 

Donald directed his attention back to Perry. “The 
waft’s sixty-eight tons with room for two pilots, two 
abservers, and six other passengers. We have lockouf 
capabilit)' for divers, and we can be mated to the DDCs 
if the need arises. We’ve got life support for a maximum 
of two hundred sixteen hours Power comes from silver 
anc batteries. Propulsion is from a varivee propeller, 
but maneuverability' is also enhanced with vertical and 
horizontal thrusters directed by nvin joysticks with 
top-mounted thumb balls There’s short-range, narrow- 
beam, and sidc-scan sonar, ground-penetrating radar, 
proton magnetometer, and thermistors. Recording 
equipment includes silicon-intensified target video cam- 
corders (.'.ommunications arc with FM surface radio and 
UQC undcrvsatcr telephone, Nasigation is inertial.’’ 

Donald paused wiiiic he let Iiis eyes roam around the 
submersible. “I think that covers the basics. Any 
questions?” 

“Not for the moment,” Perry said quickly. He was 
afraid Donald might ask him a question. The only thing 
Perry retained out of the entire monologue was the 
tlurty-fwx-thousand-foot crush depth figure. 

Ready to launch the Oceanusf." a voice crackled over a 
loudspeaker. 

Donald herded Perry and Mark away from the sub, 
hoisting wire became taut. With a creak the submers- 
ible lifted from the deck. It was kept from swinging by 
multiple hunching lines attached at key points along the 
hull. A bgli-pitchcd squeak heralded the movement of 
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the davit as it swung the boat out off the stem of the ship 
and started lowering it toward the water. 

“Ah, here comes the good doctor,” Mali said. 

Perry turned briefly to look behind him. A figure was 
emerging tlirough the main door into the ship’s interior. 
Perry did a rapid doubletakc. He’d only seen Suzanne 
Newell once before and that was when she’d presented 
the original seismic studies on Sea Mount Olympus. But 
that had been in LA, where there was no dearth of 
bcautifiil people. Out in the middle of the ocean on the 
utiUurian Benthic Explorer with its nearly hundred 
percent frowzy male crew, she stood out like a lily ill a 
patch of \Vccds. In her late twenties, she was vibrant and 
atlilctic looking. Dressed in coveralls similar to those 
worn by Donald, she gave off a stunning gender message 
which was the absolute antithesis of Donald’s. A dark blue 
baseball hat, with a gold braid embroidered on the riser 
and Benthic Explorer sewn across the crown, was 
perched on top of her head. Out of the back of the hat 
just above the adjustment band protruded a ponytail of 
thick, shiny chesmut hair. 

Suzanne saw the group and waved, then headed in 
their direction. As she approached. Perry’s mouth slor* 
dropped open, a response that was not lost on Ms± 
“Not bad, huh?” Mark said. > 


“She’s rather attractive,” Perry admitted 
“Yeah, well, wait a few days,” Mark said. “She e- 
bctter the longer we’re out here.' Quite a shape 

Bc«yh^,caloceanographcr,wouldn’tyousay?” ‘ 

geophyrical occaac^ 
phets. Perry said. Suddenly he thought that - 
dive wouldn’t be so bad after all. ^ 

"Too bad she isn’t a medical doctor,” Mari - 


- m*!- 
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his breath. “I wouldn’t mind her doing a hernia check c 

“If you’ll permit me. I’ll continue getting the Ocenn 
ready for the dive,” Donald said. 

“Of course,”. Mark said. “The new bit and the cor 
will be up shortly, and I’ll have them loaded directly ini 
tlie tray.” 

“Aye, aye, sir!” Donald said with a salute. He walkc 
back to the edge of the fantail and looked dowm at tl 
descending submersible. 

"He's a bit stiff,” Mark said, “but one hell of a rcliab 
worker.” 

Perry wasn’t listening. He couldn’t take his eyes o 
Suzanne. She had an unmistakable spring to her step; h« 
smile w-as friendly and wrkoming. With her left hand sh 
was pressing tw'o large books against her chest. 

"Mr Perry Bergman!” Suzanne exclaimed, rcachin 
out with her right hand, “I was delighted to hear you’ 
come out to the ship and am thrilled that you’re going t 
dii’c with us How arc you? You must be recovering froi 
along flight.” 

“I'm )ust fine, thank you,” Perry said while shakin 
hands with the oceanographer. Then he unconscious! 
reached up to make sure his hair was appropriate! 
arranged over the thinning spot on the top of his hcac 
He noted that Suzanne’s teeth were as white as his own. 

“After our meeting in Los Angeles I never got to tc 
you how pleased 1 was that you decided to bring 
Rxphrrr bzck to Sea Mount Ol>TOpus.” 

“I’m glad,” Ptny said, forcing a smile. He wa 
bewitched by Suzanne's c\ cs. He couldn’t tell ifthey wer 
blue or green. “I only wish the drilling were proccedin; 
more succc-ssflilly,” 
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“rm sorry about that,” Suzanne said. “But I have to 
admit, from my personal, selfish perspective I’m a happy 
camper. The seamoimt is a fascinating environment, as 
you’re about to sec, and tl;e drilling problems are getting 
me dowm there. So you won’t hear any complaints from 
me.” 

“I’m glad it’s making somebody happy,” Perry said. 
“What’s so fascinating about this particular seamount?” 

It s the geology,” Suzanne said. “Do you know what 
basaltic dikes arc?” 


“I can’t say that 1 do,” Perry admitted. “Other than I 
suppose they’re made out of basalt.” He laughed self- 
consciously and decided that her eyes were a light blue 
tinted green by the surrounding ocean. He also realized 
that Ik liked the spiring way she used makeup She 
seemed to be sporting only the slightest bit of lipstick 
Cosmcncs were a sore subject for Perrv and his ;vifc She 
worked as a makeup artist for a movie'studro and wore a 
significant ^ount herself, to Peny’s chagnn. Now their 

Suzanne s smile broadcred “‘p-r-u j-t ° 
made of basalt, 

forced up through “ 

makes some of them <r.- ^ ^ 

mctriccnoughroloo.kml-^"'^,.^ theyVe gco- 
“Sorry to internz-r" - 

ready to dive and Oceanus is 

it’s dangerous ^ c ^ven in a calm 

the ship.” too long next to 


the ship.” ■■ ■■' long next to 

“^-.^’'^^one.^dsmardyShesalutedcrisnlvK,. 
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th a lingering, mildly mocking smile. Donald was not 
iwscd. He knew she was teasing him. 

Suzanne gestured for Perr>' to precede her down, the 
mipanionw.w that led to a combination dive platform 
id launching dock. Perry started but hesitated as 
lothcr involuntary' shudder rippled down lus spine. 
>cspitc his efforts to rc.assurc himself about the safety of 
he submersible and despite his anticipation of Suzanne’s 
'Icasant company, tlic foreboding he’d experienced 
arlicr came back like a cold draft through an under- 
ground crypt which is wh.at he thought the interior of the 
Drr/miuwas going to feel like. A voice in the back of his 
mind was telling him he was crazy to hKk 'nimself up 
inside a boat in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean that was 
rircadysunk 

“Just a second!” Perry said. “How long is this dive 
going to take?” 

“It can be as siiort as a couple of hours,” Donald said, 
“or as long as you’d like. We usually stay down as long as 
the divers arc in the water.” 

“^Vhy do you ask?” Suz.innc asked. 

“Because . . Perry sought for an explanation. 
“Because I have to cal! back to the office.” 

“On Sunday?” Suzanne questioned. “Who’s at the 
office on Sunday?” 

Perry felt Iiimsclf blush anciv. Between the night flights 
,iom New York to the Azores he’d gotten his days mixed 
up. He laughed hollowly and tapped the side of his head. 
“I forgot it was Sunday. It must be early Alzheimer’s.” 

“Let’s move out!” Donald announced before 
descending to the dive platform below. 

Perry followed, one step at a rime, feeling like a ridicu- 
lous coward. Then, despite his better judgment, he 
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iched across the sw’aying gangplank. It was shocking 
ow much motion was involved in what appeared to be a 
dm sea. 

The gangplank led directly to the top of the Ocemu^s 
ul. The deck of the submersible was already awash since 
: was close to being neutrally buoyant. With some diffi- 
ulty Perry got himself through the hatch. As lie worked 
is way down into the sub he had to press tight against 
he steel ladder’s icy cold rungs. 

The interior .was as tight a space as Mark had warned. 
*erry began to doubt the claims that there was room 
or ten people. They’d have to be packed like sardines. 
Contributing to the cramped atmosphere the walls of the 
ront of the sub were lined with gauges, LCD readouts, 
md toggle switches. There wasn’t a square inch without a 
iial or knob. The four viewing ports seemed tiny within 
:he profusion of electronic equipment. The only positive 
iv'as that tire air smelled clean. In the background Perry 
could make out the hum of a ventilation fan. 

Donald directed Perry to a low-slung chair direedy 
behind his on the port side. In front of the pilot’s scat 
were several large CRT monitors whose computers could 
construct virtual images of the sea floor to help in navi- 
gation. Donald was using the FM radio to talk with Larry 
Nelson in the dive control van as he continued the predive 
check of the equipment and electrical systems. 

Perry heard the hatch close above with a thud followed 
by a distinctive click. A few moments later Suzanne 
dropped dowm from the sail with a good deal more a^lity 
than Perr)' had exhibited. She’d even managed to do it 
with the tw’o large books in hand. She proceeded to hand 
them to Perry, 

“I brought these for you,” she said. “The thick one is 
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on oceanic marine life and the other is on marine geolo©'. 

I thought it might be ftin for you to look up some ot ^e 
lungs '.vc’U be seeing. We don’t '.vant you to get bored.’ 

“That was thoughtful,” Perry commented. Little did 
iuzanne realize, he w as far too anxious to be bored. He 
clt the way he did w hen he was about to take off in an 
firplanc; there was always the chance that the next few 
minutes would be his last. 

Suzanne sat down in the starboard pilot’s scat. Soon 
she began flipping toggle ssritches and calling out tlic 
results to Donald. It was apparent the two worked as a 
team. Once Suzanne joined in the predive check, 
haunting pinging sounds began reverberating through 
the confined space. It was a unique sound that Perry 
associated with old World War 11 submarine movies. 

Pcay shivered again. He closed his eyes fora moment 
and tried not to think about his childhood nauma of 
iicing pinned under the covers by his brother. But the 
ploy didn’t work. He looked out the view port to his left 
and struggled to comprehend why he felt he was maVing 
the worst decision in his life by taking this short, routine 
rlivc. He knew it w-asn't a rational feeling since he recog- 
nized he wa.s with professionals for wJioni this dive was 
routine. He knew the submersible was reliable and that 
he’d recently paid for an overhaul. 

All at once Peny- started. A m.iskcd face had material- 
ized literally l>cforc hts cj'cs. An involuntary, pitiful squeak 
escaped from Perry’s lips before he realized he was 
looking into the face of one of the submersible’s handlers 
whoM entered the svaicr with scuba equipment. A 
moment later Perry saw other divers. In a slow motion 
underwater ballet the divers quickly detached the hand- 
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lines. There was a knock on the outside of the hull. 
Oceanuswas on its own. 

All-clear signal received,” Donald said into the radio 
c. He was talking to the launch team supervisor on 
fantail. “Request permission to power away from the 
r.” 

‘Permission granted,” a disembodied voice responded 
?erry felt a new linear motion add to the passive roll, 
r, and pitch of the sub. He pressed his nose against the 
V port and saw the Benthic Explore}' move out of his 
d of vision. With his face still pressed against the Plcxi- 
s he looked down into die oceanic depths where he was 
3ut to descend. The sunlight did strange visual tndcs as 
refracted off the undulating water surface above, 
iking him ima^c he was staring into the maw of 
ini tv. 

' t 

Wth another shiver Perry acknowledged he was as vul- 
rable as an infrnt. A combination of vanity and stupidity 
d drawn him into this alien environment in which he 
id no control of his destiny. Although he was not 
ligious, he found himself praying that the litdc undcr- 
ater cnusc would be short, sweet, and safe. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


“No contact,” Suzanne said in response to Donald' 
question whether the sonar echo sounder showed an' 
unexpected obstacles beneath the Occanw. Even thoug! 
ihc) Were bobbing around in open ocean, part of th 
prcdjvc ciicck was to ntakc sure no other submarine craj 
had siirrcptiriouslj' moved under diem. 

Donald took the VHP radio mike and cstabiishci 
contact uitii Urry Nelson in the diving van. “WeVe clca 
of the ship. Oxygen is on, scrubbers arc on, hatch i 
M undersvatcr plmnc is on. grounds are normal, an. 
the echo sounder is clear. Request permission to dive.” 

Is your tracking beacon acti\T«cd?” Larn-’s voic 
quesnuned over the radio. ^ 

‘‘'Hiat's affirmative,” Donald said. 

“You fus e permission to dive,” Larry said svith a sma' 
.mount of static. “Depth to the well h«d is nirelnd^o 
ninety -four feet. Have a nice dive.” 

“Roger.’” Donald said. 

ded, The DDC IS ncanng depth so the bell svi» b 
stamng down AS.^P. I’d cstim.ate the divers ssiU be ^ 
site in haifan hour.” 

‘ We’ll be svaiting,” Donald said. “Oi-cr and out.” H 
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hung up the mike. Then to Ms fellow submariners he 
added, “Dive! Dive! Vent the main ballast tanks!” 

Suzanne leaned forward and threw a switch. "Venting 
the ballast tanks,” she repeated so there was no chance 
for misunderstanding. Donald made an entry on his 
clipboard. 

There was a sound like a .shower in a neighboring room 
as the cold Atlantic water rushed into the Oceanufs 
ballast tanks. Within moments the craft’s buoyancy plum- 
meted, and once negative she silently slipped bcneatli the 
surface. 

For the next few minutes both Donald and Suzarme 
were totally occupied, making sure all systems were still 
operating normally. Their conversation was restricted to 
operational jargon. In a rapid fashion they went through 
most of the predive checklist for the second time while the 
submersible’s descent accelerated to a terminal velocity of 
a hundred feet per minute. 

Perry occupied Ms time by looking out the view port. 
The color went from. its initial greenish blue to rapidly 
advancing indigo. In five minutes all he could see was a 
blue glow when he looked upward. Downward it was 
dark purple fading into blackness. In stark contrast, the 
interior of the Ocenmis was bathed in a cool electronic 
luminosity from the myriad monitors and readout 
dcriccs. 

“I believe we’re a little front heavy,” Suzanne said once 
all the electronic equipment had been checked. 

1 agree, Donald said. "Go ahead and compensate 
for Mr. Bergman!” 

Suzanne thresv another switch. A whirring noise could 
he heard. 

Pcrr>' leaned forw.ird between the two pilots. “What. 
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do you mean, ‘compensate’ for me?” His voice sounded 
funny even to himself. He swallowed to relieve a dry 

throat. 

“We have a variable ballast system,” Suzanne 
explained. “It’s filled with oil, and I’m pumping some of 
it aft to make up for your weight forward of the center 
of gravity.” 

“Oh!” Verry said simply. He leaned back. As an 
engineer he understood the physics. He was also relieved 
they weren’t referring to his timidity, which his sclf-con- 
sciousness had irrationally suggested. 

Suzanne turned the variable ballast pump off when she 
was Satisfied with the boat’s trim. Then she turned around 
to face Perry. She was eager to make his dive to the sea- 
mount as positive as possible. Once tliey were back on 
ship, she hoped to present liim with a ease for conducting 
purely exploratory dives on the guyot. At the moment, 
the only time she got down there was to vriange the drill 
bit. She’d had no luck persuading Mark Davidson of the 
value of research -inspired dives. 

Adding to Suzanne’s anxiety was the widespread 
rumor that the drilltng operation would be scrapped 
because of technical problems. Sea Mount Olympus 
would be abandoned before she could get a closer look. 
Tliat was the last thing she wanted, and not only because 
of her professional interests. Just before leaving on the 
current project, she had what she hoped was the final 
breakup of an unlicaltli}’, volatile relationship with an 
aspiring artor. At tlic moment returning to LA. was die 
last thing she wanted to do. Perry Bergman’s sudden 
appearance on-site was serendipitous. She could take her 
ease riglit to die top. 

“Comfortable?” Suzanne asked. 
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“I’ve nc>'cr been more comfortable in my life,” Perry 
ivcrrcd. 

Suzanne smiled despite the obvious sarcasm in Perry’s 
response. The situation was not looVang good. The 
Benthic Marine president was still tense as evidenced by 
his gripping the arms of his seat as it he were about to leap 
out of it. The books that she’d made the effort to bring 
were lying unopened on the floor grate* 

Tor a moment Suzanne studied the taut president 
whose eyes looked everjnvhere but into hers. What she 
could not tell was whether Perry's anxiety Xvas ft-om 
apprehension of being in the submersible or just a feflec- 
tion of his basic personality. Even on her first meeting 
witli the man six months ago, she had found him a mildly 
eccentric, vain, and nervous guy. He was obviously not 
her t>'pe in addition to being short enotigh for her to 
look directly in the eye in her tennis shoes. Yet despite 
having little in common with him especially since he was 
an cnginccr-cum-cntrcprcncur and she a scientist, she 
trusted that he’d be receptive to her arguments. After all, 
he’d already responded positively to her request to bring 
the Benthic Explorer back to Sea Mount Olympus even if 
it was only to drill into the supposed magma chamber. 

Sea Mount Olympus had been Suzanne’s main pre- 
occupation for almost a year, since she’d stumbled on its 
existence by switching on the side-scan senar on the 
Benthic Explorer out of boredom when the ship was 
heading back to port. Initially, her curiosity only involved 
her inability to explain why such a massive, apparently 
extinct volcano had not been detected by Geosat. But 
now, after making four dives in the submersible, she was 
equally fascinated by the geological formations on its flat 
crouTi, especially since she’d only been afforded the 
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opportunity to explore in the immediate vicinity' of the 
well head. But tlicn the most intriguing fact emerged 
when she took it on herself to date the rock that had been 
brought up with the broken drill bit. 

To Suzanne the results were startling and a lot more 
intriguing than the rock's apparent hardness. From the 
seamount’s position near the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, she 
expected the rock sample’s age to register in the seven- ' 
hundred-thousand-year range. Instead it had tested to be ■ 
around four billion years old! 

Knowing that the oldest rocks ever found on earth’s 
■surface or on die ocean floor were significantly less than 
this figure, Suzanne had thought that either the dating 
instrument was out of whack, or she’d made some stupid 
procedural error. Unwilling to risk ridicule, she decided 
to keep the results to herself. 


With painstaking care she spent hours recalibrating the 
quipmcnt, and Uicn running additional samples over and 

Lr llnL" ““ "i'hin three or 

the e l a l , f r Still believing 

Suzanne lud Vh m"® involved, 

within a few millio^vears' 
doubt, Suzanne rccl'cflrd 

Kot back to \ ' '’itself to waiting until she 

equipment, Meanwhile thcremlll' wcI*- 
her ship’s locker. She tned to rcser^' a 
interest in Sea Mount Olympus .soared.’^ 

rortie.’\SuzanimLd"“^lVbcha^^^^^^ f 

I'd be lunpit r voTs 

I’crrysaid. • 1 » >ou -May at the controls,” 
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“Donald, how about turning on thc outsidc lights for 
moment,” Suzanne suggested. 

“We’re only passing through five hundred feet,” 
onald said. “There’s nothing to see.” 

“It’s Mr. Bergman’s first open ocean dive,” Suzanne 
lid. “He should see the plankton.” 

“Call me Perry,” Perry said. “1 mean, why be formal , 
hile we’re packed in here together li^e so many sardines 
I a can?” 

Suzanne acknowledged Perry's offer of informality 
ith a smile. She was only sf»rry he so clearly was not 
n joying the trip. 

I^Donald, as a favor to me, turn on tlie lights,” 
iuzanne .said. 

Donald complied without further conunent. He 
cached forward and snapped on the external halogen 
am^ps on dtc port side. Perry turned his head and glanced 

Jilt. 

“Looks like snow,” he said, 

“It’s trillions of indmdual plankton organisms,” 
Suzanne explained. “Since we’re still in an epipela^c 
zone, it’s probably mostly phytoplankton, or plant 
plankton that can carry on photosynthesis. Along wdth the 
blue-green algae, those are the guys vilio are at the 
bottom of the entire oceanic food chain.” 

“I’m ^ad,” Perry said. 

Donald switched the light off, “No sense in using up 
valuable battery power with that t>pe of reaction,” he 
explained to Suzanne sotto voce. 

In the ensuing darkness. Perry witnessed twinkling 
bursts of muted neon green and yellow’ sparkles. He asked 
Suzanne what it was. 

“Thai’s biolumincscencc,” Suzanne said. 
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“Is it the pbnkton?” Perry asked. 

“It could be,” Suzanne said. -If so, it would prot 
be dinoflagclbtes. Of course, it could also be tin>M 
taccans or even fish. I’ve put a ycUow bookmark ir 
marine life book marking the biolumincsccncc sccdor 
Perry nodded but made no attempt to pickup the \ 
Nice rrv, Suzanne thought glumly. Her optin 
about ensuring Pcrr>’’s cn)o>'mcnt sagged appreciably. 

“OcrnfiKf, this is Benthic Explorer'^ Harry’s v 
sounded in the acoustic phone speaker. “Suggest a co 
rwo imndred and seventy degrees at fifty amps for 
minutes.” 

“Roger,” Donald said. He quickly made the co 
adju.stmcnt with the joysticks and changed the pt 
output to the propeller to the suggested fifty amps, 
then noted ii\c changes on his clipboard. 

“Larry has plotted our position by tracking our ph 
and relating it to the bottom hydrophones,” Suza 
explained. “By powering forward while descending \ 
reach bottom directly at the well head. It’s like w 
gliding to the target.” 

“What will we do until the divers arrive?” Perry asl 
“Just sir and ttviddic our thumbs?” 

“Hardly,” Suzanne said. She forced another si 
along uith a shallow laugh. “We’ll unload the drill 
from the tray along with the tools we’re carrying. T 
we II b.ick off. At that point wc’l! have about twenti 
thirty minutes to explore around the site. That’s the pr 
think you arc going to truly enjoy.” 

I can t wait. Perry said with the kind of sarc^ 
Suzanne was beginning to dread. “But I don’t want ; 
doing anything out of the ordinary on my behalf. I me 
don't try to impress me. I’m already impressed enough 
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Suddenly the monotonous pinging of the sonar 
changed. The sub was nearing the bottom, and the 
for\vard short-range sonar had a solid contact. The tiny 
screen showed the well head and the pipe snaking down 
from above, Donald jettisoned several of the descent 
weights and the craft’s gliding plunge slowed. He then 
began a careful adjustment of the variable ballast system 
to achieve neutral buoyancy. 

While Donald was busy pumping oil, Suzanne reached 
behind her and turned on a small CD player. It was part 
of her master plan. All at once the sound of Igor Stravin- 
sky’s Rite of Spring filled the sub’s interior. Taking the 
music as a cue, Donald leaned forward and switched on 
the outside lights. 

Ferry’s eyes widened as he glanced out the view port. 
The planktonic snow had all but disappeared, and the 
clarity of the icy water was more than he imagined. He 
was able to see for several hundred feet, and what he saw 
left him flabbergasted. He’d expected a flat, featureless 
plain similar to what the bottom looked like on his dive 
off Santa Catalina Island. At most he thought he might 
sec a few sea cucumbers. Instead he was gazing at a misty 
tableau the likes of which he’d never imagined: huge dark 
gray, columnar forms with flat tops dotted the landscape, 
jutting up in a stepwise fashion like the frozen pistons of 
an enormous engine. The haunting shapes extended out 
as far as Perry could see. A few long-tailed, big-eyed fish 
lazily darted in and around them. On some of the rock 
ledges sea fans and sea w'hips waved sinuously in the 
current. 

“Good God!” Perry exclaimed. He was mesmerized, 
especially with the dramatic music in the background. 

“Rather exceptional, eh?” Suzanne said. She was- 
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encouraged. Perry’s reaction to the scenery was his first 
auspicious response. 

“It looks like some ancient temple area,” Perry 
exclaimed. 

“like Atlantis,” Suzanne suggested. She was intent on 
nulking the situation for ail it was worth. 

“\cah!” Perry blurted, “like Atlantis! Jeez! Can you 
riaginc bringing tourists down here and telling them tiiat 
was Atlantis? What a freaking gold mine this could be.” 
Suzanne cleared her throat. Bringing tourists down to 


cr precious seamount was the last thing she wanted 
j see haopen, but she appreciated Perry’s enthusiasm. At 
tast he was engaged. 


“Sbth or a knot,” Donak 

L j Prepare to off-loa( 

hcdnllbit.”* 

Suzanne swung around to attend to ha- duties a 

thb manipulato 
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“That’s my guess,” Suzanne said. “Have you ev^er 
heard of the Giant’s Causeway?” 

“Can’t say that I have,” Perry said. 

“It’s a natural rock formation on the northern coast of 
Ireland,” Suzanne said. “It looks something like what 
you’re seeing here.” * 

“How big is the top of this seamount?” Perry ques- 
tioned. 

“I’d estimate about four football fields,” Suzanne sad. • 
“But, unfortunately, that’s nothing but a guess. The 
problem is we haven’t had enough bottom time to 
explore the whole thing.” 

“Well, I think we ought to,” Perry said. 

Riiffl/t Suzanne said to herself. She had to resist the 
temptation to yell out to ask if Larry and Mark had heard 
Perry’s comment over the U QC . 

“Docs the whole top of the mountain look just the 
same as it docs here?” Perry asked. 

“No, not entirely,” Suzanne said. “On the limited 
amoxmt we’ve seen there arc some areas of more typical 
undersea lava formations. On the last dive, though, we 
caught a glimpse of what might be a transverse fault, but 
we were called back before we could check it out. The 
moimt remains largely unexplored.” 

“Where was the fault in relation to the well head?” 
Perry asked. 

“Due west from here,” Suzanne said. “Just about in 
the direction you’re looking right now. Can you see a 
particularly high row of columns?” 

‘T think so,” Perry said. He pushed his face against the 
Plexiglas to trj' to look slighdy behind the sub. There was 
a row of columns at the edge of his visibility. “Would 
finding a transverse fault be significant?” he asked. 
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"It woxild be astounding,” Suzanne responded. “They 
occur up and down the Mid-Atiantic Ridge system, but 
finding one at such a distance from the ridge, and through- 
the middle of what we assume is an old volcano, would be 
quite unique.” 

"Let’s go take a look,” Perry suggested. “This place is 
fascinating.” 

^Suzanne gnnncd in triumph. She glanced at Donaldl 
Even he couldn’t suppress a smile. He’d been sympathetic 
to Suz^nc s plan but had not been optimistic. 

It took Suzanne only a few minutes to unload every- 
thing that Marie had stowed in the submersible’s tray. 
Once the material was lined up next to the well head, 

she folded the manipulating arms into their retracted 
posioon. 

“So much for that job.” Suzanne said. She turned off 
the power to the servo links. 

control,” Donald said into tlic 

“Compression is nearing depth,” Larry’s voice 

or take fK-c.” ^ bottom, thirty minutes pvc 

Koin^ ml “7“''' We ere 

sVofan ““8^' 

" through fo, hundmd £ » “ 

appropriate p.>^irion/' ^ “P 

P^Scr! Duriald repeated Mr* u 



jacked up the power to the propulsion system to fifty 
amps. He expertly guided the submersible away firom the 
well head, careful to avoid the vertical run of pipe. A few 
moments later the Ouanus was slowly flying over the 
strange topography of the guyot’s top. 

“WTiat I believe we’re looking at here is a pristine 
section of die mandc’s crust,” Suzanne said. "But how 
and why the lava cooled to form these polygonal shapes is 
beyond me. It’s almost like the\’’rc gigantic crystals.” 

“I like the idea of it being Ariantis,” Perry said. His 
face remained glued to the view port. 

"We’re coming up to the place where we glimpsed that 
fault,” Donald said. 

“It should be just over that ridge of coliunns coming 
up,” Suzaimc said for Perry’s benefit. 

Donald cut back on the power. The submersible 
slov/cd as they cleared the ridge. 

"Wow!” Perry commented. “It certainly drops off 
quickly.” 

“Well, it’s not a transverse fault,” Suzanne said as she 
got a full view of the formation. “In fact, if it were a feult 
at ail it would have to be a graben. The other side is just as 
steep.” 

"Whar the hell is a graben.^” Perry asked. 

“It’s when a fault block fells in relation to die rock on 
either side,” Suzanne explained. “But something like that 
doesn’t happen on the top of a seamount.” 

“It looks like a huge rectangular hole to me,” Perry 
said.. “What would you say? About a hundred and fifty 
feet long and fifty wide?” 

“I’d say that’s about nght,” Suzanne saJd. 

“It’s incredible!” Perry commented. “It’s like some 
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^ant took a knife and cut out a chunk of rick just the way 
you’d take a jplug out of a watermelon.” 

Donald powered the Oteantu out over the hole, and 

they all looked down. 

“I can’t sec the bottom,” Perry said. 

“Neither can 1,” Suzanne said. 

“Neither can our sonar,” Donald said. He pointed to 
the echo sounder monitor. It wasn’t getting a return 
."signal. It was as if the Oceattuswcrc poised over a bottom- 
less pit. 

“My word!” Suzanne said. She Was dumbfounded. 
Donald gave the monitor a tap, but there was still nc 
readout. 

“That’s very strange,” Suzanne said. “Do you thinl 
it's malfunttioning?” 

“I can’t tell,” Donald reported. He tried changing th< 
adjustments. 

“Wait a see,” Perry voiced tensely. “Arc you tw< 
pulling my leg?” 

“Try tlic side-scan sonar,” Suzanne suggested, ignor 
ing Perr)' for the moment. 

“It’s just as weird,” Donald said. “The signal i 
aberrant unless we want to accept the pit’s only six o 
seven feet deep. That’s what the side-scan monitor is sug 
gesting.” 

“Clearly the hole is a lot deeper than six or seven feet, 
Suranne said. 

“Olniou.sly,” Donald agreed, 

“Hey, come on, you guys,” Perry said. “You’t 
starting to scare me.” 

Suzanne turned briefly to face Perry. “We’re not tryir 
to scare you,” she said. “We're just mt'stified by ov 
instruments.” 


( 



abdacffoft 


49 


“My guess is there’s one hell of a thermocline just 
v-ithin the rim of this formation,” Donald said- “The 
sonar has to be bouncing off something.” 

“Would you mind translating that?” Perry said, 

“Sound waves bounce off sharp temperature gradi- 
ents,” Suzanne said. “We think that’s what we have 
here.” 

“In order to get a depth readout we have to descend 
ten or fifteen feet into the pit,” Donald said. “I’ll do that 
by decreasing our buoyancy, but first I want to change our 
orientation.” 

With short bursts Donald used the starboard front 
thruster to turn the submersible until -it became parallel 
with the long axis of the hole. Then he manipulated the 
variable ballast system to make the sub negatively 
buoyant. Gradually the submersible started down. 

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Perry said. He 
was nervously looking back and forth between the side- 
scan sonar monitor and his sdew port. 

The UQC speaker cracked to life: “Surface control to 
Oceanus. The bell is lifting off the DDC as I’m speaking. 
The divers will be passing through five hundred feet in 
about ten minutes.” 

“Roger, surfece control,” Donald said into the mike. 
“We’re about one hundred feet west of the well head. 
We’re going to check out an apparent marked thermo- 
cline in a rock formation. Communications might be 
interrupted momentarily, but w'c’ll be on station for the 
divers.” 

“Ten-four,” Larry’s voice said. 

Look at the luster of the w’alls,” Suzanne remarked 

the submersible sank below the tip of the huge hole. 
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“They’re perfectly smooth. It almost looks Uk 

obsidian!’ , 

“Ut’s head back to the well head,” Perry suggcstca. 

“Could this be an opening into an extinct volcano? 

Donald asked. A slight smile flitted across his otherwi; 

rigid face. 

“That’s a thought,” Suzanne said with a laugl 
“Although 1 have to say I’ve never heard of a perfect 
ctilincar caldera.” She lauded again. “Our droppir 
Dwn in here like this reminds me of Jules Verne’s Joum 
) the Center of the Earth.” 

“How so?” Donald a.skcd. 

“Have you read it?” 

“I don’t read novels,” Donald said. 

“Tliat’s right, I forgot,” Suzanne said. “Anyway, in tJ 
tory the protagonists entered a kind of pristine nctht 
vorld via an extinct volcano.” 

Donald shook his head. His eyes stayed glued to t 
[hermistor readout. “What a waste of time,” he sai 
“nut’s why I don’t read novels. Not with all the tee 
nical journals I can’t get to.” 

Suzanne .staned to respond but changed- her mir 
She’d nc\cr be able to make a dent in Donald’s rij 
opinions alwut fiction in particular and art in general. 

“I don’t mean to be a pest,” Perry said, “but I—” 

Perry nes er got out the last part of his sentence. All 
once rhe submersible’s descent accelerated markedly a 
Donald cried out, “Christ almight)'!” 

Perry gripped the sides of his scat with whitc-kmicl 
intensirv'. Tlic rapid increase in downward motion scat 
him, but not as much as Donald’s uncharacteristic 
burst. If rite impcnurbablc Donald Puller was upset, 1 
sintation must Ik critical. 
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“Jettisoning weights!” Donald called out. The descent 
immediately slowed, then stopped. Donald released more 
weight and the sub began to rise. Then he used the port- 
side thruster to maintain orientation 'with the long axis of 
the pit. The last thing he wanted was to hit up against the 
walls. 

“What the hell happened?” Perry demanded when he 
could find his voice. 

“We lost buoyancy,” Suzanne reported. 

“We suddenly got heavier or the water got lighter,” 
Donald said as he scanned the instrumentation. 

“What does that mean?” Perry demanded . 

“Since we obviously didn’t' get heavier, the watei 
indeed got lighter,” Donald said. He pointed to the tem- 
perature gauge. “We passed through the temperature 
. gradient we suspected, and it was a lot more than we 
bargained for — in the opposite direction. The outside 
temperature rose admost a hundred degrees Fahrenheit!” 
“Let’s get the hell out of here!” Perry cried. 

“We’re on our way,” Donald said tersely. He snappec 
the UQC mike fi-om its housing and tried to raise th< 
l^nthic Explorer. When he had no luck, he returriee 
the nuke to its cradle. “Sound waves don’t come in hen 
and they don’t go out either.” 

“What is this, some sort of sonar black hole?” Perr 
asked irritably. 

“The echo sounder is giving us a reading now,’ 
Suzanne said. “But it can’t be true! It says this pit is ovc 
thirty thousand feet deep!” 

“Now \riiy would, that be malfunctioning?” Donal. 
asked himself. He gave the instrument an even harder ra 
with his knuckles. The distal readout stayed at 30,418. 
“Let’s forget the echo sounder,” Perry said. “Can’t w 
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jct out of here faster?” The Oceanurwas rising, but very 
never had trouble with this echo .sounder 

before,” Donald said. • r 

“Maybe this pit could have been some kind of magma 
pipe,” Suzanne said. “It’s obviously deep, even thou^ 
we don’t know how deep, and the water is hot. That 
suggests conuct with lava.” She bent forward to look out 
tlie view port. 

“Could we at least turn off the music?” Perry said. It 
was reaching a crescendo that only added to his anxiety. 

“Well, I’ll be damned!” Suzanne excIaimed.-“Look at 
the w-alls at this level! The basalt is oriented transversely. 
Tve never heard of a transverse dike. And look! It has.s 
greenish cast to it . Maybe it’s gabbro, not basalt.” 

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to pull rank here,” Perrj 
snapped with uncamouflagcd exasperation. He’d. had ii 
with being ignored. “I w-ant to be taken up to the surftcc 
pronto'." 

Suzanne swung around to respond but only managet 
to open her mouth. Before she could form any wbrdp ; 
. powerful, low-frequency' vibration shook the submersible 
She had to grab the side of her scat to keep from falling 
The'sudden quake sent Itwsc objects flying to the floor, i 
coffee mug liit and shattered; the shards skittered acros 
the floor along with pens that had fallen. At the sam 
time, there was a low-pitched rumbling that sounded lik 
distant thunder. 

The rattling lasted for almost a minute. No one spok 
although an involuntary squeak escaped from Perry’s lip 
as the blcxxl drained from his face. 

“What on earth was that?” Donald demanded. H 
rapidly scanned the instruments. 
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The sound of compressed air being released drowned 
out Stra\in.sk>’’s Rite of Spring but only for twenty 
seconds. At such a prcs^rc the compressed air tanks were 
quickly exhausted. The descent was not affected. 

“Do somethingi” Perry yelled when he cpidd find his 
voice. 

“I can’t,” Donald yelled. “There’s no response to the 
controls . There’s nothing left to try.” 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Mark Davidson was dying for a dgarette. His addiction 
was absolute, although he found ^ving them up was easy 
since he did it once a week. His craving was maximum 
when he was relaxing, working, or anxious, and at the 
moment, he was very anxious indeed. For him, deep 
diving operations were always a walk on the wild side; 
from experience he knew how quickly things could go 
horribly wrong. 

He looked up at the large institutional dock on the 
wall of diving van, with its monstrous sw'ccp second 
hand. Its intimidating presence made the passage of time 
hard to disregard. It had now been tw'clvc minutes since 
there had been any contact with the Occayius. Althougli 
Donald had spcdfically wramed that there might be a 
short communication break, this seemed longer than 
rca-sonablc, espedaliy since the submersible had not 
responded to lArry Nelson’s last message. That was when 
Ijrry had tried to tell them diat the dit ers were passing 
through five hundred feet. 

Mark’s eyes darted down to the pack of Marlboros 
he’d casually tossed onto the diving van’s countertop. It 
was an agony not to reach over, take one out, and light 
up. Unfortunately, there was a newly instituted prohib- 
ition about smolSng in the ship’s common areas, and 
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. ♦ 'n Tamcson was a stickler about rules and regu- 

CaptaiJ* ) 

501 "'= difficulty Mark puUcd his eyes away from 
the dgarettes and scanned the van’s intenor. Everyone 
else present seemed calm, which only made Mark fr 
more tense. Larry Nelson was sitting perfectly still at the 
diving operations monitoring station along with the sonar 
operator, Peter ^scnthal. Just beyond them were di=. 
tv,'o watch standers, who were in front of the diving 
system’s operating console. Although their eyes were 

constantly scanning the pressure gauges of the two pres- 
surized DDCs and the diving bell, the rest of their bodies 
were motionless. 

Across the watch ir 

was perched on a hiert, vrinch operator. He 

looking out on the ccSra?°°V" 
gear shift for the winch 

the shackle on ton of th • i- cable attached to 

at the maximum pcrmittcdTf played out 

drum came a second, Dassivl”'^'?!’ “ neighboring 

compressed gas line, hot water h*^"*^ *^ that contained the 

wires. nose, and communications 

At the far end of the van w 
absendy sucking on a toothniclc t r Jameson, 

controls that formed an ext • oflnm wdc die 

diough die ship’s propcllcrs'^'^d" bridge. Even 

controlled by computer to keen' .®*‘^rs were being 

head. Captain Jameson could ove,S^°T^ 

need arose during dmngopcrationr '^ 

“God damn it!” Mark spat Hr Ju 
been unconsciously torturing tt 

stood up. “What s the divers’ depth?’' 



“Passing through six hundred ten feet, sir,” the tvinch 
operator reported. 

“Tr)' tlic Occaniis again!” Mark barked to Larry. He 
started to pace back and forth. He had a bad feeling in the 
pit of his stomach, and it was getting worse. He began tc 
lambaste himself for encouraging Perrt' Bergman to go or 
the dive. Being personally aware of Dr. Newell’s intercsi 
in the seamount and her desire to make purely explora- 
tory dives, he worried that she might try to impress the 
president to get her way. That might mean she'd pressure 
Donald to do things he might not normally do, and Mari 
was aware that Dr. Newell was the only person on the 
ship who potentially had that kind of influence over the 
normally strictly-by-the-book ex-naval line officer. 

Klark shuddered. It would be a elisaster of the firsl 
order if the submersible got wedged in a fissure or i 
crevice vv'hcre it may hav'c descended to examine a par- 
ticular geological feature up close. That had almost 
happened to the submersible Alvin, out of Woods Hole, 
and the near tragedy had been on the Mid-Adantic Ridge, 
not that far away from their present location. 

“Still no response,” Larr)* said after several unsuc- 
cessful tries to raise the Ouanus on the UQC. 

“Any sign of the submersible on side-scan sonar?” 
Mark demanded irom the sonar operator. 

“That’s a negative,” Peter said. “And bottom hydro- 
phones have no contact with their tracking beacon. The 
thcrmoclinc they' foimd must be impressive. It’s like they 
dropped down into the ocean floor.” 

Mark stopped his pacing and looked back at the clock. 
“How’ long has it been since that tremor?” he asked. 

“That w'as more than a tremor,” I.arry said. “Tad Mes- 
senger measured it four point four on the Richter scale.” 
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“That’s affirmative,” Richard said. “Now can we get 
back to getting ready to dive?” 

“That’s affirmative,” Mark said, 

Richard and Michael stirred, and by giving each other 
an iota of leeway they' managed to get their flippers on 
their feet. Michael even tried to reach his hat while 
Richard proceeded to don his buoyancy vest and weight 
belt, but it was bcy'ond his grasp, as he’d feared. 

Five minutes later the winch operatt/r's voice told them 
they were passing through nine hundred feet. With that 
announcement the descent slowed appreciably. While 
Richard and Michael tried to stay out of the way, Louis 
readied the hoses. As the bell diver it fell to him to handle 
the lines. 

“Powering tlic exterior liglits,” Larry announced. 

Richard and Michael twisted themselves enough to 
glance out thcaavo tiny \iew ports opposite each other. 
Louis was too bu.sy to look out either of the two 
remaining windows. 

“I see bottom,” Richard sSid. 

“Me, too,” Michael said. 

With a single main hoisting cable the diving bell was 
rotating slowly, although its rotation was restricted by the 
life-support lines. The bell would rotate in one direction 
for several resolutions and then turn and go the other 
way. As the bell settled down U) the 980- foot mark and 
stopped, the rotation slowed to a stop as well, but not 
before each di'-cr had been afforded a 360-dcgrce view . 

Since the bell was suspended fourteen feet above tlie 
rock face at one of the higher sections of the seamount’s 
iur.iniit, die divers could see a relati''elv wide, area 
bounded by the illumination of the extenor halogen 
lights. Their viesv was sfimcwhat restricted only to the 
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“Got it,” Richard repeated. Larry’s admonitions were 

the standard for a saturation dive. 

“Bell diver,” Larry said, “the breathing mixture is to 
stay at one and a half percent oxygen and ninety-eight and 
a half percent helium. Do you copy?” 

“I copy,” Louis said. 

“One last thing,” Larry said. “Red and green divers, I 
don’t want any of you macho bums taking any chances, so 
becarcfull” 

“Check!” Richard said. He gave a thumbs-up sign for 
the camcorder’s benefit v'hilc making a scornful face at 
Michael and saying: “Telling us to be careful down here is 
like tcUing your kid to be carcfiil before sending him out 
to play in the middle of the interstate.” 

Michael nodded but he wasn’t listening. This part of 
the dive was serious. He was all business while attaching 
, his umbilical and other paraphernalia. When he was ready 
Louis handed him his full face mask cradled in a bri^t 
orange fiberglass helmet. Michael held h: under his arm to 
wait for Richard. Despite his extcrm’c experience he 
always got butterflies just before entering the v.-atcr. 

Richard quickly followed suit with his equipment. 
Then he took two underwater lights, tested both, and 
handed one to Michael. When he was ready he nodded to 
Michael, and they both put on their helmets at the tame 
time. 

The first thing they' checked after Louis cjpene-d the 
manifold was die gas flow, hjcxt was the hot water, a 
necessary adjunct sincc.thc outside water temperature war. 
only thirty-six degrees; it was difficult for a d.mertr> 
if he was cold. Finally they- tested the comm.urdcati'vm: and 
ilicir sensor lines. When all was in order, Lrrds 
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“Wc got company,” Richard said calmly. “Toss dovsm 
my rebar just in ease and have Michael bring his.” Of all 
the fjmey antishark paraphernalia on the market, Richard 
preferred a simple, three-and-a-half-foot metal rod. It had 
been his experience that shades avoided the rod like the 
plague if it vi^as just pointed in their direction. During a 
feeding frenzy he wasn’t as confident it would work, but 
in that situation, nothing worked one hundred percent. 

Seconds later the rebar came down and clanked mutely 
against the rock. A moment later Michael’s legs appeared 
as he strug^cd out of the trunk. Once he was free the two 
divers made eye contact. Richard gestured in the direction 
of the shark, which now wandered into the light. 

“Ah, it’s only a Greenland shark,” Richard said to 
Louis, who made sure Michael had heard it as well. Now 
Richard was even less concerned. It w« a big shark, but 
not dangerous. He knew that another name for the 
monster was sleeper shark because of its sluggish habits. 

After Michael made his adjustments Richard pointed 
toward the ridge. Michael nodded and the two started 
off. Both held their lights in their left hands and the rebars 
in their right. As accomplished swimmers they covered 
the distance in a short time without rushing. At a pressure 
of almost thirty atmospheres the sheer work of breathing 
the viscous, compressed gas sapped their energy. 

Inside the diving bell Louis was firantically playing out 
both sets of tethers. He didn’t want to restrict the divers 
or pvc them too much slack lest they get tangled up. 
Until the divers got dovyn to v.^oirk the bell diver was 
a busy man. The job required concentration and quick 
reflexes. At the same time Louis was handling the lines, he 
had to keep his eye on the pressure gauges and the digital 
oxygen percentage readout. On top of that he was in 
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“Not at the moment,” Richard reported, “but we’re 

about to start down this rock waii.’’ 

Richard and hhchacl swam over the edge and down 

the feet ofdiedift. 

“The rock is as smooth as ^ass,” Richard commented. 
Michael nodded. He’d run his hand along it briefly. 

“You’re coiTung up on your last one hundred feet of 
hose,” Louis said. He quiddy took the last two loops 
down from their storage hooks, already cursing under his 
breath. Soon he’d be coiling it all up again. Divers rarely 
wandered this far from the diwng bell, and it was just his 
. luck to be assigned as the bell diver when tiicy did. 

Richard stopped his descent- He grabbed Jvlichael to 
stop him as w'cll- Richard pointed to his wrist thcr* 
momctcr. Michael looked atHs and did a double take. 

“The water tempentuie just cljanged,” 5dchard 
reported- “It just went cp almost one hundred degrees. 
Shut off our hot wsterr 
“Red drrer, are yea sfcfrdng me?” Louis asked. 
“Michael’s reads ±e same,” Richard s,aid. “It’s like 
we’ve climbed into a hot tab,” 


Richard had been shining his Ught down as they 
descended, searching for djc base of the scarp. Now he- 
shined it around. At Ae very periphery of illumination 
he could just make out a wall oppotitc Ae one they were 
descending. 


Heyt Apparently we arc in some feid of huge 
crcvrcc,” he sad. “I can just barely see the other side. It 
must be about fifty feet wide.” 

pointed 

»!FtoA„lcft.-ThcrcW„d,oit»wcrheid. 

Michitls n^C Ridurd said when he’d loobed 
Then he swung around and panted the in tb 
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to let go of the lines to keep himself from being impaled 
on one of the many wall-mounted protrusions. 

Richard recovered enough to take a breath although 
doing so was painful. The pressure wave had bruised his 
chest. As an experienced diver, his first response was to 
check on his buddy, and he frantically searched by spin- 
ning around. For a heart-stopping second he could not 
find Michael. Then he looked down. Michael appeared to 
be clawing his w'ay up through the water. Richard reached 
down to lend a hand. When he did, he realized that they 
were both sinking — and sinidng fast. 

Wth no other way to decrease his weight Richard 
joined Michael in an attempt to swim upward. In desper- 
ation they even discarded their lights to free their hands. 
But thc^’ made no progress. If anything, they seemed to 
be going down. Then they plummeted, caroming off the 
rock wall until they were inexorably sucked into the abyss. 

Inside the bell Louis had recovered his balance enough 
to grab the tethers, which were still slack. Quickly he 
pulled in a loop, but before he could get it oyer the rack, 
there was a sudden tug in the opposite direction. At first 
he tried to hold the lines from going out, but it was 
impossible. Had he held on, they would have pulled him 
from tlic bell. 

Ixiuis cursed as he frantically got out of the w'ay of the 
hows, which were nosy being yanked out of the bell at a 
furious rate. It was as if Richard and Michael were lures 
that had been taken by a gigantic fish. 

“Bell diver, arc \ <ui all right?” Larry'’s voice asked. 

. “'cah. I'm all right!” Louis yelled. “But something 

'■razt is going on! The hoses are going out at a hundred 
ruilcsanhour!” 
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The van’s interior had become quiet. A sense of shoeV 
hung over the room. The only noise came from the deck 
mounted motors driving the winches- that were -hauling 
up the diving bell and the life-support lines. Moments 
before, utter pandemonium had prevailed as it became 
apparent they’d lost two divers in some kind of pyroclastic 
catastrophe. The only consolation was that the third diver 
was okay, and he was on his way up. 

Mark took a long, nervous drag on his Marlboro. 
Oblivious to the new rules, he’d reached for his cigarettes 
by reflex at the first rumblings of trouble, and now tltat 
the extent of the tragedy had rapidly unfolded, he wa:i 
chain-smoking out of pure anxiety.. Not only had he 
managed to lose a hundrcd-million-doUar submersible 
with two trained operators plus two experienced satu- 
ration divers; he’d also lost the president of Benthic 
Marine. If only he hadn’t -encouraged Perry Bergman tt' 
make the dive. For that he was solely responsible. 

“What hell are we going to do?” Larry asked in 
stunned bewilderment. Even he was smoking although he 
was supposed to have given it up six months before. '.As 
the diving supervisor he, too, felt responsible for the dis- 
astrous outcome. ' 

Mark sighed heavily. He felt weak. He’d never had a 
single loss of life on his watch m his entire career, and that 
included hairy diving operations in some dicey locations 
like in the Persian Gulf during Desert Storm. Now he’d 
lostfK'c people. It was too much to think about. 

The bell is passing through five hundred feet,” the 
vinch operator called out to no one in particular. 

“What about the drilling operation?” Larry wondered 
aloud. 
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“That sounds good to me!’' Larry said. He stood up. 
“I’ll get the sled ready and in the water ASAP.” 

“Thanks,” Mark said. He leaned forward and buried 
his head in his hands. He’d never felt worse in his life. 
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added. She was whispering. “What could have happened? 
Could we be on the bottom? I didn’t fcpl an impact.” 

No one moved a muscle, as if doing so might disturb 
the sudden but welcome tranquillity. They were breathing 
shallowly in short gasps, and beads of perspiration dotted 
their foreheads. All three were still holding on to their 
scats for fear the plunge would recommence. 

“It feels like we stopped, but look at the depth gauge,” 
Donald managed. His voice was raspy from dryness. 

All eyes returned to the readout that only moments 
earlier had inexorably held their gaze. It was moving 
again, slowly at first but then rapidly gathering speed. 
The difference .»vas that it was moving in the opposite 
direction. ' 

“But I don’t feel any movement,” Suzanne said. She 
exhaled deeply and tried to relax her muscles. The otiicrs 
did likewise. 

“Nor do I,” Donald admitted. “But look at the gauge! 
It’s going crazy.” 

The readout device had returned to its previous furious 
whirring. / 

Suzanne leaned forward slowly as if she thought the 
submersible was precariously balanced and her movement 
might tip it over an edge. She peered out the view port, 
but all she could see was her own image. With the outside 
lights sheared off from collisions with, the rock, the 
uindowwas as epaque as a mirror, reflecting the interior 
light. 

‘'What’s happening now?” Perry croaked. 

‘Your guess is as gopd as' ours,” Suzanne answered. 
She took a deep breath. She was beginning to recover. 

. “The depth gauge says we’re rising,” Donald said. He 
glanced at the other instruments, including the sonar 
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they braced themselves for the impact. The depth gauge 

reached zero and stopped. 

Immediately following tliat final click of the gauge, a 
loud sucking noise emanated firom somewhere outeide 
the craft. After tliat, comparative silence reigned within 
die sub. Now the only sound was a combination of . the 
ventilation fan and an augmented but still muffled elec- 
tronic whir of the propulsion system. 

Almost a minute passed without the slightest sensation 
ofnjovcmcnt. 

Finally Perry breathed out. “Well,” he said. ‘What 
happened?” 

“Wc can't be .tirbornc for this long,” Suzanne 


admitted. 

pA'ctyonc relaxed their dcatli grips and looked out 
their respective view ports. It was still as dark as pitch. 

“What the hell?” Donald questioned. He looked back 
at his instruments. The sonar monitors were now' filled 
with meaningless electronic noise. He rorned them off. 
He also dialed dow'n the power to the propulsion system, 
and its whirring stopped. He looked at Suzanne . 

5 “Don’t ask me,” Suzanne said when their eyes met. ‘T 
haven’t the sliglitcst idea what’s going on.” 

How come it’s dark outside if w'c’re on the surface?” 
Perry asked. 


‘This dcH-.sn’t make any sense,” Donald said. He 
looked back at his instruments. Reaching forward, he put 
power back to the propulsion system, I'he whirring noise 
reappeared but there was no motion. The craft stood 
absolutely still. 

Somebody tell me what’s going on,” Perry 
Jcmjndcd. ri,c mp|u,ria he'd felt a few moments' earita 

i»d d,sMp„ed. Thee obadonsly ..ve,e no, on the surfiee 
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“Giobigcrina ooze is the most common sediment on 
the ocean floor,” Suzanne said. “It’s composed mainly 
oftlic carcasses of a typ9 of plankton called foraminifcra. 

“How can we be sitting in ocean sediment and be in 
air?” Perry asked. 

“That’s the question,” Donald agreed. “We can’t, at 
least not in any way that I know of.” 

“It’s also impossible for giobigcrina ooze to be this 
close to the Mid-Atlantic Ridge,” Suzanne said. “That 
sediment is found in the middle of tlte abyssal plmns. 
Nothing makes sense.” 

“This is absurd!” Donald snapped. “And I don’t like it 
at all. Wlicrcvcr we are, we’re stuck!” 

“Could we be completely buried in the ooze?” Peny’ 
asked hesitandy. If he was right, he did not want to hear 
the aawer. 

“No! Not a chance,” Donald; said. “If that were the 
case there would be more resistance to the propeller, not 
i less.” 



For a few minutes no one spoke. 

“Is there any chance we could be inside the sea- 
mount?” Perry asked, finally breaking the silence. 

Donald and Stizannc turned to face him. 

“How could we be inside a mountain?” Donald asked 
angrily. 

“Hey, I’m only making a suggestion,” Perry said. 
Mark told me this morning he had some radar data that 

suggested die mountain miglif contain gas, not molten 
lava.” 


He never mentioned that to me,” Suzanne said. 

“He didn’t mention it to anyone,” Perry said. “He 
'^asn t sure of the data since it was coming from a shallow 
} oftlic hard layer we were trying to drill through. It 
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■•Left not ask that yestion” Perry said nervously. “I 

say we crack the hatch.” . 

“Ail right!” Donald said with resignation. As capmn 
I’ll do it.” He stood up from his pilot’s seat and took a 
gant step over the central console. Perry leaned out of 

the way sothat Donald could pass. 

Donald climbed up inside the sail. He paused while 
Suzanne and Perry positioned themselves just underneath 
him. 

“Why don’t you just undo it but not open it,” Suzanne 
offered. “Then see if vou smell anything.” 

“Good idea,” Donalv- -aid He took Suzanne’s sugges- 
tion, grabbing the centid wheel and tunnirig it. The 
sealing bolts retracted into the hatch’s body. 

“Well?” Suzanne called-up after a few moments. 
“Smell anithing?” 

“Just some dampness,” Donald said. “I guess I’ll go 
fork,” 

Donald cracked the hatch for a brief moment and 
sniffed. 

“\Vhat do you think?” Suzanne asked. 

“Seems okay,” Donald said with relief. He opened the 
hatch about an’ inch and smelled the’ damp air that flowed 
m. When he was satisfied it was Is safe as he could deter- 
mine, he pushed the hatch all the way up and poked his 
head out the top. The air had the salty dampne^ of a 
beach at ieny tide. 

Donald slowiy rotated his head through 360 degrees 
strammg his eyes in the darkness. He saw absolute- 
toothing but intuitively he knew that it was a big space K-^ 

blackness as frightening as ft 
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Poking his head back inside the submersible,- he asked 
for the flashlight. 

Suzanne got it for him, and as shc’handed it up she 
asked what he’d seen. 

“A whole lot of nothing,” he replied. 

Reemerging from the hatch, Donald shined the flash- 
light in the distance. The mud stretched away in all 
directions as far as the light could penetrate. A few iso- 
lated mirrorlike puddles of water reflected back at him. 

“Hello:” Donald called after cupping his hands 
around his mouth. He waited. A slight echo seemed to 
come from the direction of the Ocmfim's bow. Donald 
yelled agyn, a distinct echo came back in what he esti- 
mated to be around three or four seconds. 

Donald climbed back down into the submersible after 
,hc h.uch. Ihc Oihcrs looked o, him expemndy. 
nils IS .he dsmoedest Uiing Pve ever seen," he said, 
rcccmlvfin cavern that apparently was 

rcccntlyfiilcdMthwatcr." ^ 

"Cm non it-s filled ssith air," Suzanne said. 

don’t W n'-' *s., I 

She r- ■'"•sman is n’el,,. 

mnum.” ">"* ■!» 

me tte'liZ''.’ P»ry said. "Give 

Csshlighl fron-'n '““k A' 

sm Son , f ’ r “ '■“>'= I'bP'v 

■ t "IrS;'' h1 
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pointing. That seems to be the closest waif, at least 
according to my echo.” He looked at his compass. “It’s 
pretty much due west.” 

“Seems like a reasonable plan to me,” Suzanne said. 

“lurt’s go,” Perry said. 

The group set out with Donald in the lead followed by 
Suzanne. Perry brought up the rear. It was difficult 
walking in the deep mud and tJic smell was mifdly 
offensive. 

There was no talk. Each was acutely aware of the pre- 
cariousness of the situation, especially the farther they got 
from the submersible. After ten minutes Perry insisted 
they' pause. They had not come to’ any wall, and , "his 
courage had waned. 

“Walking in this muck is not easy,” Perry said, avoid- 
ing the real issue. “And it also stinks.” 

.“How far do you think we’ve gonc.>” Suzanne asked. 
Itikc the others she was out of breath from exertion. 

Donald turned and looked back at tire submersible, 
which was no more than a smudge of light in the inky 
blackness. “Not that far,” he said. “Maybe a hundred 
yards.” 

“I would have said a mile, the way my legs .frel," 
Suzanne remarked. 

“How much farther to tliis supposed wall?” Perry 
asked. 

Donald yelled again in the direction they were going. 
The echo came bark in a couple of seconds. “I’d guess 
somewhere in the neighborhood of three hundred 
yards.” 

Sudden movement and a series of slapping sounds in 
the darknc,ss to their immediate left made them all jump. 
Donald whipped tlic light around and shined it in die 



submersible when it was in its chixks bn the aftc 
the Benthic Explorer. 

Standing on the final rung, Donald shined i 
down at the ground. Gauging how deep the Oce, 
sunk, he estimated the mud was wenty to t\vc 
inches deep. 

“Is something the matter?” Suzanne asked, 
the second one out and could see that Donald s 
taring. 

“I’m trying to guess how deep the muck is,” 
Still holding onto a rung, he lowered his right 
disappeared into the ooze. It wasn’t until t 
reached the low’cr edge of his kneecap that he I 
ground. 

“This is not going to be plcasajit,” he reportc 
mud is knee deep .” 

“Let’s hope that’s our only problem,” Suzann< 

A few minutes later the three were standinj 
mud. Save for a slight glow emanating from t 
submersible hatch, the only light came from 1 
flashlight. It cast a meager cone of light in the utti 
ness. Suzanne and Perry earned flashlights, too 
Donald had suggested, tJuy were not turned oi 
was no sound in the vast dark space. To cons' 
submersible’s batteries, Donald had turned c 
everything in tlic .sub, even the ventilation fan. I 
on one light to serve as a beacon to help them fine 
again ifthey w.mdcrcd too far afield, 

“This is intimidatmg,” Suzunne said uith a shu 

“I iliink I’d use a stronger word," Perry said, 
our game plan?” 

“Tltat’s open to discussion,” Don.tld sait 
suggestion is we lic.ui in t.'.c dircctifm the Oc 


sbduction 


85 


pointing. That seems to be the closest wall, at least 
according to my echo.” He looked at his compass. ‘It’s 
pretty much due west.” 

“Seems like a reasonable plan to me,” Suzanne said. 
“Let’s go,” Perry said. 

The group set out wtli Donald in the lead followed by 
Suz.annc. Perry brought up the rear. It was difficult 
•walking in the deep mud arid die smell was mildly 
offensive. 

There was no talk. Each was acutely aware of the pre- 
cariousness of the situation, especially the farther they got 
from the submersible. After ten minutes Perry insisted 
they pause. They had not come to' arty wall, and jliis 
courage had Svaned. 

“Walking in this muck is not easy,” Perry said, avoid- 
ing the real issue. “And it also stinks.” 

“How far do you think we’ve gone?” Suzanne asked. 
Dkc the others she was out of breath from exertion. 

Donald turned and looked back at the submersible, 
which was no more than a smudge of light in the inky 
blackness. “Not that far,” he said. “Maybe a hundred 
yards.” 

“I would have said a mile, the way my legs feel,” 
Suzanne remarked. 

“How much farther to this supposed wall?” Perry 
asked. 

• Donald yelled again in the' direction they were going. 
The echo came back in a couple of seconds. “I’d guess 
somewhere in the neighborhood of three hundred 
yards.” , ■ 

Sudden movement and a series of slapping sounds in 
the darimess to their immediate left made them all jump 
Donald whipped tlic light around and shined it in the 
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direction of die noise. A stranded fish made a few more 
agonal flip-flops against the wet mud. 

“Oh, my gosh, tliat scared the bejesus out of me,” 
Suzanne admitted. Her hand was pressed against her 
chest. Her heart was racing. 

“You and me both," Pcrr>' confessed. 

“We’re all understandably on edge,” Donald said. “If 
you r.vo want to go back. I’ll continue the rcconnoiter 
myself.’’ 


“No, ri! btick it out,” Suzanne said. 

Me too. Perry said. The idea of rcttirning to the 
submersible by lumsclf was worse tlian forging ahead 
through the mire 

“Then, let’s move out," Donald said. He started off 
again and the others tell in behind him. 

1 he group slogged ahead in silence. Each step into titc 
uiiDiown blackness ratcheted up their fears and an.\icty. 

I he submersible behind them was being swallowed up in* 
the darkness. After anotiicr ten mimite.s thev were all as 
tense as a piano scire about to snap, and tliat svas when the 
alarm sounded. 

I he short bunt of sound crashed out of the stillness' 
..kc cannon fire. At first the group froze in their tracks, 
rantically attempung to determine from which direction 
1 1C alarm had come. But svith the multiple echoes it was 
.mposMbIc to tell. In the next instant they were all slog- 
ging their vsuy back toward the submersible. 

It svas fligiu in ftiU panic, a mad dash for supposed 
^.tfets*. Untortunatcly, the mud did not cooperate. All 
three topped almost immediately and fell headfirst into ’ 
the odious ooze. Regaining their feet, tlicy tried to run 
again, ssicli the same result. 

Wthout a svord to establish consensus, tlicy resigned 
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themselves to a slosvcr gait. After a few minutes, tiicir lack 
of significant headway made tlic futility of their flight 
apparent. Since there had been no .surge of water refilling 
the cavern, all three stopped within steps of each other, 
their chests heaving. 

Tlie multiple echoes from the horrendous alarm died 
out and in their wake the preternatural stillness returned.. 
Once again it settled back over the inky darkness like the 
smothering blanket in Perry’s nightmare. 

Suzanne raised her hands. The muck, which she knew 
was a combination of planktonic carcasses and feces of 
innumerable worms, dripped from her fingers. She 
wanted desperately to wipe her eyes, but she didn't dare. 
Donald, who was slightly ahead, turned to face Suzanne 
and Perry. Mud was streaked across the glass of his flash- 
light, reducing its effect so that he was lost in shadow to 
the others. They could just make out the whites of his 
eyes. 

“^Vhat in God’s name was that alarm?” Suzanne 
managed. She spit some grainy dcbiis from her mouth. 
She didn’t Want to think of what it might have been. 

“I was afraid it meant the water was returning,” Perr)' 
admitted. 

“Regardless of what its actual meaning is,” Donald 
said, “for us it has an overarching significance.” 

^Vhat arc you talldng about?” Perry questioned. 

I know what he means,” Suzanne said. “He means 
that this is no natural geological formation.” 

Exactly!” Donald said. “It’s got to be a remnant of 
the Cold War. And since I had top-secret clearance in the 
United States submarine service, I can tell you it’s not our 

installation. It has to be Russian!” 

You mean like some kind of .secret base?” Perry asked. 
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He glanced around the black void, now more awestr 
than frightened. 

“That’s the only thing 1 can imagine,” Donald s 
“Some kind of nuclear submarine facility.” 

“I suppose it’s possible,” Suzanne said, “And if i' 
our future is suddenly significantly brighter.” 

“Maybe yes, maybe no,” Donald said. “First, 
going to make a difference only if somebody is 
manning the facility. If there is, then our next worry 
to be how much they want to keep it a secret.” 

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Suzanne admitted. 

“But the (^Id War is over,” Perry said. “Surely 
don’t have to wonv about that old cloak-and-daj 
sniff.” 

“There arc people :n the Russian military who 
differently,” Donald said. “I know because I have 
them.” 

”,So what do you think we should do at this poii 
Suzanne asked 

“I think that quesuon has just been anssvered for i 
Donald said. He raised his free hand and pointed over 
shoulders of the others “I.CKjk over there, in the di 
tion we were going before the alarm sounded!” 

Suzanne and Perry spun around. About a quarter 
mile aweiy a single door was slowly opening inward ; 
the blackness Bright artificial light spilled from the rt 
beyond into the dark cavern, forming a line of rcflcc 
tliar extended to their fee;. The trio svas too far awa 
see any interior details, but they could tell the light 
intense. 

“So much for the question whether the facilit 
manned or not,” Donald said. “Obviously, we arc 
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one. Now the question becomes how happy tlicy are to 
:e us.” 

“Do you think we should walk over there?” Perry 
)kcd. 

“We don’t have much choice,”- Donald said. “We’ll 
ave to go at some point.” 

“Why didn’t they just come in here and meet us in 
erson?” Suzanne asked. 

“A good question,” Donald said. “Ma)^3c it has some- 
hing to do with the welcome they arc planning for us.” 

“I’m getting scared again,” Suzanne said. “This is very 
lizarrc.” 

“I’ve ne\’cr stopped being scared,” Pern/ admitted. 

“Let’s go meet our captors,” Donald said. “And let’s 
lope they don’t consider us spies — and that they arc fami- 
iar with the terms of the Gene\'a Convention.” 

Straightening liimsclf, Donald started forward, seem- 
ngly oblivious to tlic mud sucking at his feet. He passed 
his two companions, who had to admire his courage and 
leadership. 

Perry and Suzanne hesitated for a moment before 
falling in behind the retired naval commander. Neither 
spoke as they resignedly trudged in his footsteps toward 
the beckoning door. They had no idea whether it would 
provide deliverance or furAcr trials, but as Donald had 
said, they did not have any choice. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


It was slow going. At one point, Perry slipped and fell 
baeV into the mire. He was covered \vitii die ooze. 

“ Hie first diing I’m going to do is demand a shower,” 
Perry sputtered trying to lighten die mood. He was not 
successful No one responded. 

As die) approached die open door they hoped that 
their misgivings svould be allayed. But no wclct>niing 
figures .ippeared at the threshold, and the liglit spilling, 
out into the darkness was so bright they were unable to 
sec inside It was even difficult to look at the opening 
without shielding their eves. 

\\ hen tiicv got close enough they could appreciate that 
the door was almeist two feet thick with a ring of huge 
tlirow bolts ceiuntcrsunk into its periphery. It looked like 
a door to --i vault, liic edges of the massis’c portal were 
angled in It was obviously constructed to withstand die 
enormous picssurc of seawater flooding the cavern. 

At about twent) five feet from the wall Suzanne and 
I erry stopped. They were reluctant to proceed ssithout a 
dearer idea of wlt.at they were getting into. They studied 
the dfK.r for clues From what they’ could tell, it appeared 
as il the ssalls, floor, and ceiling ssithin were constructed 
of stainless steel tliat gleamed like mirrors, 

Donald had procccilcd ahead on ins own. and 
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although he did not step over the tltrcshold, he leaned in. 
With his forearm acting as a shield against the reflected 
light, he surveyed tlic room. _ 

“Well?” Suzanne called. “What dp you see?” 

“It’s a large, square room made out of metal,” Donald 
yelled back over his shoulder. “There’s a couple of huge 
shiny balls in it but notliing else. There also doesn’t 
appear to be any door except this entrance. And I can’t 
tell where the light is coming from.” 

• “Any sign of people?” Perry asked. 

“That’s a negative,” Donald said. “Hey, I think the 
balls are made of glass. And tliey must be four to five feet 
n diameter. Come and take a look!” 

Perry glanced at Suzarmc. He shrugged. “Why put ofi 
he inevitable?” 

Suzanne was gripping her arms. She shuddered. “I was 
doping by the time we got over here I’d have a better 
feeling about all this, but I don’t. This can’t be a sub- 
marine base. We’re talking about an engineering feat that 
would make building the Great Pyramid-scem like a walk 
in the park.” 

“Then what do you think it is?” Perry questioned. 
Suzanne turned to look back toward the submersible 
The light from the open door was illuminating it despite 
the distance. Beyond it was blackness. “I truly have nc 
clue.” 

Wlicn Donald saw that Suzanne and Perry wer< 
looking back at the submersible, he went ahead anc 
stepped over die threshold into the room. Immediately he 
put his hands out to balance himself to keep from falling 
A combination of the wet mud on his shoes and the pol 
ished metal made the floor as slippery as ice. • 

Once he had his cqailibrium Donald again scanned thi 


92 


ROBIN COOK 


room. Now that his eyes had partially adjusted he could 
see much better, including hundreds of reflections of 
himself in all directions. The wails, floor, and ceiling were 
seamless. The only apparent door was the one he’d 
entered through. He specifically searched for a source of 
die dazzling Jight but mysteriously could not find any. 
When his line of sight took in the huge glass balls, he did a 
double take. He was new able to appreciate that the glass 
was not entirely opaque. They w'crc clear enough to just 
make out what was inside. 

“Suzanne, Perry!" Donald yelled. “There arc a couple 
of people in here after all But they’re sealed inside glass 
splicrcs (Jet in here!” 

A moment later Suz.onnc and Perrv appeared at die 
door 

“C.arcfu! about the floor!” Donald warned. “It’s as 
slick as ICC." 

Sbding their feet m short movements as if skating 
without skates, Suzanne and Perry staggered over to 
Don.iJd s side, eager for a better look at tire glass spheres. 

“My word!” Suzanne exclaimed. “They’re floating 
around in some kind of fluid.” 

“Do you recognize diem?” Donald asked; ' 

“Should I?” Suzanne responded. 

I think I do, Donald said. “I think it’s two of our 
dwers " 

Suzanne stared at Donald in disbelief. Then, to get a 
better look, she cupped her hands artjund her eyes and 
leaned against one of the spheres, the surface so opal- 
escent it reflected the room’s bnght illumination. 

I think you re right, ’ Suzanne said. “I can just make 
out the Benthtc Explorer logo on the neoprene suit and 
the side of the helmet,” 
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Perry mimicked Suzanne by shielding his eyes with his 
hands and pressing tlicm against the same sphere Suzanne 
was gazing into. Donald did likewise from another ajiglc. 

“He’s breathing!” Perry said. “He must be alive.” 

“There’s something like an umbilical cord coming 
from some kind of device pressed up against his 
abdomen,” Suzanne said. “Can anybody see where it 
goes?” 

“It goes under him,” Donald said. “To the base of the 
container.” 

Suzanne moved away cnougli to allow her to bend 
down. The sphere had a flat area on which it sat. She did 
not sec any penetrations, and if there were any the)' would 
have come directly throu^ the floor. 

“Tliis is as astounding as the cavern,” Suzanne said 
while regaining her feet. She reached out and touched the 
sphere witli the tip of her index finger. The material 
looked like glass but she w’as not sure. 

Tile others straiglitencd up. 

“How on earth did tlicy get here?” Perry asked. 

“.‘V lot of questions,”. Donald said, “and very few 
answers.” 

“Arc you still thinking .this is sonic kind of military 
installation?” Suzanne asked Donald. 

“What else could it be?” Donald- demanded defen- 
sivcly. 

“If these divers arc alive in tJicsc spheres, I can t c%cn 
guess what tlic technology is,” Suzanne said. “They look 
like a couple of giant embryos. Not tiiat I can explain the 
tavern either. Even tliis room is a step beyond. 

“Beyond what?” Donald asked, ; , 

“The door!” Perry cried. I , 
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All eyes shot to the entrance. The massive door wa 
silently closing. 

Frantically the three tried to rush back to it to keep i 
from scaling them in, but the slippery floor hindered thei 
progress. By the time they arrived the door was almo.s 
closed. Collectively they leaned against it to force i 
back open, but with its mass and the slick floor it was ; 
useless endeavor. With a resounding thud the dooi 
closed Tlicn they heard the muffled mechanical sound o 
. the numerous throw bolts sliding into place. 

With renewed sense of terror the three moved awa) 
from the door, 

“Somebody is controlling all this,” Suzanne said 
gravciv Her worried eyes swept around the scamlc.ss 
room “And now we arc trapped.” 

“It’s got to be Russians,” Donald said. 

“F.nough about- the Russians!” Suzanne shouted. 
\ou were in the military too long. You see everything in 
terms of yesterday’s hostilities. This isn’t about Russians.” 

“How do you know?” Donald yelled back. “And don’t 
vou dare denigrate my service to my country.” 

Oh, plc3.>.c! Suzanne intoned. “I’m not disparaging 
your naval service. But look around, Donald! This isn't 
anything earthly. Look at the light, for goodness’ sake.” 
.Suzanne held out her hand. “There’s no light source, but 
the illumination is totally even. And there’s no shadow.” 

Perry held out his hands and tried to form shadows, 
but It was impo^iblc. Donald watched but did not trv it 
himself. 

It s a uniform photon flux that must be penetrating 
these wails somehow.” Suzamc said. “And if I had to 

guess I d say there was a significant ultraviolet com- 
ponent.” 
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“How can you tdl?” Perry said. 

“1 can’t,” Suzanne admitted. “Not for sure since die 
uman eye doesn’t pick up ulttaviolct, but to my mind 
icrc’s a definite distortion of the blue of our coveralls 
nd the maroon of your jogging suit.” 

Perry looked down at Ws clothing. To him the color 
m the same as it always had been. 

“The spheres!” Donald yelled. 

All eyes shifted to the glass balls. Their opalescence 
tad suddenly and dramatically increased so that they were 
Rowing. A moment later there was a cracking sound, and 
bepnning at both apices the spheres opened like enor- 
mous flowers losing their petals. With a gush of fluid the 
divers spilled out onto the floor. 

Donald was the first to overcome his shock. As quickly 
as he could, he rushed to Richard’s side. Realizing the 
unconscious diver was trying to breathe, Donald pulled 
off the man’s helmet and tossed it aside. Richard coughed 
violently. 

Perry rushed to Michael. While he removed his helmet 
he could hear Richard begin to cough. Micltacl, however, 
was not even breathing. Calling upon his CPR training, 
Perry knew what to do. First he hauled Michael from the 
debris of the collapsed sphere, pulling his still attached 
umbilical with him. After a quick chci to make sure the 
diver’s mouth was clear, he pinched his nostrils closed, 
twk a breath, and gave Michael a lungful of air. Turning 
his head to the side. Perry took another brcatJi. He was 
about to repeat the cycle when he noticed that Michael’s 
c)’cs were open. 

'Vhat the hell arc you doing, man!” Michael ques- 
tioned. He pushed Perry’s face away, which was inches 
from his own. 
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“I w’as doing mouth-to-mouth,” Perry said. He got 
his feet. “I didn’t think you were breathing.” 

“I’m breathing!” Michael insisted. He made a face 
disgust and wiped his mouth with the back of his han 
“Believe me, I’m breathing.” 

Richard’s coughing jag came to an abrupt end, and 1 
blinked away the tears it had brought on. His first concci 
was Michael. \Viicn he saw that his buddy was alive ar 
well, he glanced around the room before looking up 
t!;c others. 

“What’s going on?” he asked. “What happened?” 

“That’s the million -dollar question,” Perry answered 

“Where the hell arc we?” Richard asked. His eyes toe 
.. .second quick dash .iround the room. A questionin 
expression clouded Ins face. 

“An equally intciesting question,” Perry said. 

“Were you looking tor us on your dive?” Donald askc 
Richard. 

For a moment Richard merely looked confu.scd. The 
Donald’s question helped restore his memory. “Oh, m 
God!” he cned. “We were on a nearly thousand-foot s; 
dive! We didn’t decompress!” Richard struggled to h 
fccL His legs were wobbly, especially on the slippery floo 
"Michael, we’ve got to get into the DDC!” 

“Take it easy!" Do.nald said. He grabbed Richar 
around the upper arm to calm him and keep him fror 
tailing. Tlicrc’s no DDC here. Besides, you’re all riglii 
Obviously you don’t It.wc the bentis.” 

Richard’s confusion deepened. He extended his leg 
and his arms to check his joints. Blinking repeatedly, h 
looked around the room again, and while doing si 
noticed the umbilical connecting him to the base of th 
collapsed sphere. “Wh.at the hei! is this?” he demanded 


abduction 


y/ 

He grasped tiac composite group of hoses and uires and 
immediately let go. His lips curled in revulsion, “jeez, it 
feels soft, like I’m holding someone’s intestines.” 

“It has to be some kind of life support,’ Suzanne said, 
speaking up for the first time since the divers had emerged 
from their shells. “Considering the shape you’re in 
witliout decompressing, I guess it had sometlung to do 
with that as well.” 

Richard ^ngcrly touched the device attached to his 
stomach. It was the size and shape of the head of a toilet 
plunger. As soon as he touched it, it detached. Catching it 
in his hand, he looked at its business end. To his horror a 
series of wortnlike appendages protruded fi’om it, their 
wriggling heads soaked in blood — his blood. 

“Ah!” Richard cried. He dropped the device, which 
quickly retracted into the base of the flattened sphere like 
a disappearing vacuum cleaner cord. In a panic Richard 
unzipped the front of hk neoprene suit down to his pubis. 
IVhcn he looked at his stomach he cried out again. There 
were six puncture wounds in a circular pattern around his 
navel. 

After watching Richard, Michael struggled to his feet 
and hesitandy looked dowm at his own stomach. He was 
dismayed to sec a similar apparatus. With an expression 
mirroring Richard’s, he reluctantly touched it with his 
index finger. To his relief it immediately detached and 
retracted. Opening his dive stiit he found the same pecu- 
I iar pattern ofoozing stab Wounds around his umbilicus. 

; “Holy crap!” Michael voiced. “It looks like we were 
. stabbed a bunch of times with an ice pick.” He shivered. 

I can’t sund blood,” 

^ his suit back up and then tried to take a 

; cv, steps on shaky legs. He reached out and supported 
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himself against the wall. “Man, I fccl like Fve been 
drugged.” 

“I fccl like I was run over with a goddamn truck,” 
Michael said. 

“Where’s Mazzola?” Richard asked. 

“We wouldn’t have any idea,” Donald said. “What 
happened during your dive?” 

Richard scratched the back of his head. At first all he 
could remember was getting into the DDC for the com- 
pression, but then, witit Michael’s ' participation, they 
both were able to remember sketchy details of the descent 
in the bell and entering the water. 

“Is that it?” Donald asked. “Nothing after you left the 
bell?” 

Richard nodded. Michael did the same. 

“How come you guys all look like you’ve been in a 
pigpen?” Richard asked. He didn’t wait for an answ’cr. 
Instead, he looked more closely at the walls. “What is this, 
some kind of hospital or something?” 

“It’s no hospital," Donald said. “We can’t tell you 
much else other than how we got here, but, that includes 
how we got dirty.” 

“That’s a start,” Richard said. “Fire away!” 

_ Donald crplaincd while the two divers slouched 
against the wall. It was a hard story to swallow, and their 
eyes narrowed in disbelief. 

“Oh. come on!” Richard scoffed. “What is this? Some 
kind of a put-on?” He regarded the trio with suspicion, 
riiis had to be a prank. Michael nodded in agreement. 

This is no put-on," Donald assured him. 

■ “Just look around this room,” Suzanne said. 

Listen! Donald said, trying to be patient. “Can’t 
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thcr of you remember anything about how you got 
:rc? Didn’t you see anybody?” 

Richard shook his head. With his foot he pushed 
•ound the deflated segments of the sphere. The material 
as now limp instead of rigid and brittle. “Are you serious 
aout us being inside this sniff? You said it looked like 
lass. It sure doesn’t now.” 

“It did just a short time ago,” Suzanne assured him. 
“What we think is that this is a Russian submarine 
lasc,” Donald continued. 

“Correction!” Suzanne interrupted. “That’s what you 
hink'” 

“Russians?” Richard echoed. “No shit!” He visibly 
itraightened up.- He looked around the room with 
renewed interest, as\did Michael. Both put their hands 
against the Wghly pohshed walls. Richard rapped on the 
glossy surface with his knuckle. “What is this stuff anyway, 
titanium?” 

Suzanne started to answer but was interrupted by a 
hissing noise. Everyone looked back to the locations 
where tlic spheres had stood. Avapor billowed out of the 
exposed holes. Quickly an acrid smell pervaded the sealed 
chamber, and everyone’s eyes began to tear. 

“Wc’rc being gassed!” Suzanne cried before she was 
overcome by violent coughs. 

The group shrank back in terror, pressing themselves 
against the cold metal walls in a vain attempt to get away 
from the gas. But before long everyone was coughing and 
squeezing their eyes shut against the burning sensation. 
Get on the floor!” Donald cried. 

Evciyonc except Perry flattened themselves on the 
oor wlulc trying incflfcctually to cover their mouths and 
noses with their hands. Perry- stumbled back to the door 
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to the cavern and began pounding on it, while screaming 
for it to be opened. 

The door did not budge, but Perry had the presence of 
mind to notice something despite his panic and physical 
torment. He was not blacking out nor was he even feeling 
the sliglitcst bit dizzy. The gas seemed not to have the 
lethal effect he most feared. 

With strength of will Perry held his coughing in check 
and managed to crack his eyes for an instant despite the 
discomfort. The room was thick with the fogUkc vapor, 
’'err)’ couldn’t see far, but he noticed that his arms were 
rddcnly bare. 

Curious as to what could have Ijappcncd to the sleeves 
f his jogging suit. Perry squinted. He saw that his 
Iceves had fallen into tatters They were hanging in 
hreds as if he’d dipped his arms into arid. 

Av.arc that his whole body now felt cool, Perry patted 
is hands along his chest. His jogging suit — indeed, all his 
loihcs — were suffering the same fate as his sleeves. The 
ibric of tlic clothing itself v-as progressively losing its 
tructural integrity. 

Perry had had nightmares in the past when he was 
ndcr stress that he was naked in public. Suddenly it 
as coming to pass as he felt his clothes peel from his 
ody in strips. He clutched at them and felt them disintc- 
ratc in his hands. 

“It’s our clotlics!” Perry shouted to die others. “The 
as is dissolving our clodics!’’ 

At first fear kept everyone else from responding. Perry 
died his message again and stumbled forward in die fog, 
(most tripping over Donald. “The gas is dissolving our 
lodics,’’ he repeated. “And I don’t fed any mental effect 
hatsoever.” 



Donald pushed himself up to a sitting position. His 
coveralls experienced the same fotc as Perry’s jogging suit. 
Quickly he patted himself to verify that he ^vas indeed 
becoming naked. But he couldn’t open his eyes; the gas 
stung too much. Even without the visual confirmation, 
he was convinced. He called out to the others; “Perry’s 
right!” 

Suzanne, like Perry, was able to get her eyes open 
Intermittently. She saw that it was true about her clothes. 
Her coveralls literally fell apart. She also noticed tliat 
there was no effect on her mental state despite the dis- 
comfort she felt in her throat and chest. Relieved, she’ got 
to her feet. 

Richard and Michael pushed themselves up into sitting 
positions. With the drugged feeling ihey were still 
experiencing, they could not tell if the gas was affecting 
their consciousness, but both were coughing hcarily. For 
them, the respiratory effect was more difficult than it was 
for the others, 

“My dive suit’s fine,” Richard managed bcm’ccii 
coughs. But then he made the mistake of nmning his 
hand over his shoulder. When he did, the neoprene com- 
pletely dcpoijrmcrizcd. 'At his touch it fell into tiny 
spheres. 

Through blinks, Michael had glimpsed the fiite of 
Richard’s suit. He glanced intcrmirtcntly at his owm suit, 
reluctant to touch it or c\’en move, but Richard reached 
out and gave his shoulder a sharp slap. The effect was 
instantaneous. One minute the dive suit looked norm.aI, 
the next it was running ofl^Michael like so many drops of 
'vatcr. 

Suddenly, an alarm sounded and a red light on the w’all 
opposite the door to the cavern began to flash — moments 
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Donald pushed himself up to a sitting position. His 
coveralls experienced the same fate as Perry’s jogging suit. 
Quickly he patted himself to verify' that he was indeed 
becoming naked. But he couldn’t open his eyes; tlic gas 
stung too much. Even without die visual confirmation, 
he was convinced. He called out to the others: “Pcrry'’s 
right!” 

Suzanne, like Perry, was able to get her eyes open 
intermittently. She .saw that it was true about her ciodics. 
Her coveralls literally fell apart. She also noticed tiiat 
there was no effect on her mental state despite die dis- 
comfort she felt in her throat and chest. Relieved, she* got 
to her feet. 

Richard and Michael pushed themselves up into sirring 
positions. With the drugged feeling they were still 
experiencing, they could not tell if the gas was affecting 
their consciousness, but both were coughing heasily. For 
them, the respiratory effect %vas more difficult than it was 
for tlie odicrs. 

“My dive suit’s fine,” Richard managed between 
coughs. But then he made the mistake of running his 
hand over his shoulder. When he did, the neoprene com- 
pletely depolj'mcrized. At his touch it fell into tiny 
spheres. 

Through blinks, Michael had glimpsed the fate of 
Richard’s suit. He glanced intcrmirfcntly at his own suit, 
rclucLint to touch it or even move, but Richard reached 
out and gave his .shoulder a sharp ship. The effect was 
iast.antancous. One minute the dive suit looked normal, 
the next It was running off Michael like so many drops of 
water. 

Suddenly, an alarm sounded and a red light on the wall 
opposite the door to the cavern began to flash — moments 
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before, that same wail had appeared seamless. Through 
the caustic v-apor, the five began to discern the outline of 
an open doorw ay below the light. 

The alarm ceased after a few minutes but the light con- 
tinued to blink Then they noticed the sound of a high- 
pitched whistle. Air was being forced through a narrow 
vent. 

Perry advanced slowly toward the fiashing light. When 
he reached the wall, he saw that the outline of the door 
was more disnnet. He felt around its edges. When he did 
he could feel a steady current of air pushing in. That 
explained the whisding. He tested with his foot to make 
sure the floor was level .icross the threshold. Then he 
stepped through 

Perry was immcdiatciv relieved. The curtain of fast- 
aiomg air kept the aend gas fi-om the hallway he’d 
rntcred Tiic walls, floor, and cciUng were constructed of 
he same polished metal as the gas-fiJIcd room, but the 
cvcl of illumination was significantly less. Twenty feet 
ihcad Perrv eouid see that the corridor opened up into 


Pary poked his head back through the air curtain. 

“And it’s dear. 

nwori to their feet and moved 

tccouH ' ’ had to guide Donald; 

-am- mt! '* 

art) made it into the new room, 

“ "-'--'■'■I. *')' 

« fi '‘“■""enition of thdl 

r S lead the sctond room beckoned. 
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“Let’s move,” Donald said. He gestured for Perry to 
ccede them since he was already in the lead . 

Perry flattened himself against the wall and motioned 
r Donald’ to pass. “I think you should be first. You’re 
ill the captain of the ship.” 

Donald nodded and pushed past. Perry fell in behind 
m followed by Suzanne. The two divers brought up the 
;ar. 

“It’s pretty obvious what’s going on now,’’ Donald 
lid. 

“I’m glad it’s obvious to you,’^ Perry said. 

“What do you mean? ” Suzanne asked. 

“We’re being prepared for interrogation,” Donald 
aid. “It’s a recognized technique to strip away a person’s 
ense of identity as a way to break down resistance. Our- 
lothcs arc certainly part of pur identity.” 

“I don’t have any resistance,” Perry said. “I’ll tell 
whoever it is whatever they want to know.” 

“Donald, docs that mean you know what that gas 
was?” Suzanne asked. ' 

“That’s a negative,” Donald said. 

Donald halted at the second room’s threshold and 
peered in. It was considerably smaller than the first 
chamber although it, too, was lined with the same mys- 
terious, metallic material. From where he was standing, he 
could make out a glass-doored exit as well as a white hall 
v-ith what appeared to be fi’amed pictures on the walls. 
Wthin the chamber he noticed that the floor sloped 
toward the center, where tficre was a grate, and the cciUng 
peaked to a central point with a second grate. 

Well? Suzanne questioned. From where she was she 
couldn’t see what lay ahead. 





moments the opening was gone widiout a 
was seamless once again. 

“If rd not seen that with my o'm eyes, 
believe it,” Perry said. “It’s supcmatnral, Be 
special effect.” 

“I can’t bc^ to understand 


the 


Suzannesaid. “I thinkit lets the Russians oS±c hccl^' 


A deep gurgling sound then issued firom 
grate. All eyes turned in its direction. 

“Oh no!” Suzanne said. “Whae^^nung i:cr=-:^ 
Before anyone could respond, a dear fend tnar ioefe 
like water bubbled up through the central ffocr ! ~ 


group shrank back, then scrambled toward the ^nss dree 
The angle and slippery surface of the fioor forced feem tr 
thdr hands and knees. The first to the door began tn bang 
on the glass, desperate for a way to open h. Bdnnd them 
the inmshing water had become a geyser; the warer 
was rising rapidly. 

Within minutes they were ^waist-deep in warm 
Moments later they were ail treading water watdnng wrh 
horror as the' ceiling approached. Even if they could V-m' 
treading indefinitely, diere soon would be no rtxm tr 
breathe. Rapidly the group w'as faced together 
^^ggling for the last remnants of air in the very peax of 
the ceiling. As the strongest swimmers Richard and 
hiichacl were at the center directly below the grate, and i~ 
* desperate attempt to find more air they stuck their 

fingers through the holes and tried to pull the grate fforr 
Its housing. 

But their efforts were fhiidcss. The grate would nor 
u gc, and the water level continued to rise until th- 
rr No sooner had cveryon^ 
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crtraordinary rate. Within seconds there was headroom 
again; within minutes Donald and Richard, the tallest of 
the five, felt thdr feet brush the floor. 

Soon there was a loud, rude sucking noise as the last of 
the water disappeared down the drain, and the g^oup was 
left in a wet, naked heap in the central basin of the floor. 
For some time no one moved. A combination of utter 
terror, panic dnven exertion, and having inadvertently 
swallowed sizable gulps of the fluid left them physically 
and emotionally exhausted. 

Donald finally pushed himself up to a sitting position. 
He felt light-headed. He had an odd feeling that more 
time had passed than he could account for. It occurred to 
him that they might have been drugged bv the water that 
had filled the room. He closed his eyes for a moment and 
rubbed his temples. When he reopened his eyes he looked 
at the others They all appeared to be sleeping. He 

looked tmvard the glass door when his gaze shot back to 
Suzanne. 


‘Good Lord!” Donald muttered. H^couldn’t believe 
eyes. Suzanne was bald! Donald rin a hand over the 

H FI f shaved for several years. 

He felt for lus mustache. It was gone! Rai.sing his forearm 

'r Me glanced 

do^ at his chest; there wasn’t a hair there. 

bothTf^h ^erry, then nudged Suzanne. When 

wassa«neT understand what he 

was say-ing, he filled them in. 

boih°h'l;rr ‘’'7 “■ bolt upright. Using 

,c hot. He was homfiud. 

oj^ne was more curious than dismayed. Something 
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had rendered them completely hairless. How had it hap- 
pened — and why? 

“What’s happening?” Richard asked. His words W’crc 
slurred. He sat up, then had to steady himself. “Ooo ... I 
feel like I tied one on.” 

“I'm a bit dizzy myself,” Pern.' admitted. "MaTOC 
there was something in the water. I know' I swallow'ed 
some.” 

“I think we were drugged,” Donald said. 

“We all swallowed a lot of the water,” Richard said. 

; “It’s hard not to in that kind of ordeal. Thar w'as worse 
I than submarine escape training.” 

“I thinki know what is going on,” Suzanne said. 

I “Yeah, me, too,” Perry said. “We’re being tortured 

[ and humiliated.” 

i • “All tcchnicjucs of interrogation,” Donald added. 

I “1 don’t think it has anything to do with ititerrog- 

i ation.” Suzanne said. “The strange intense light, the acrid 

I gas, and now the depilation suggests something else.” 

■ i “VSTtat’s depilation?” Richard asked. 

' I “It’s what happened to your head,” Perry said. 

’ I Richard blinked. He stared at Perry, then. touched the 

' , top of his head. “My God, I'm bald.” He looked over al 
j Michael, who was still slumbering. Then he reached ovei 

i and g.ivc him a shove. “Hc\', you hairless wonder. Wake 

' I up!" 

i Michael had trouble opening his cs'cs. 

I I u dccontamin.ircd,” Suzanne said 

• , I think that’.s what all this is about: getting rid of micro 

i organisms like bacteria and ^•iruscs. We've eftectivclv beer 

I sterilized.” 

i No one spoke. Perrs' nodded as he conside^rri 
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“I still think all this is to prepare us for interrogation,” 
Donald said. “Sterilizing us doesn’t make sense to me. 1 
don’t know if it is Russians who arc behind this or not, 
but somebody wants something from us . ” 

“Maybe we’re going to know pretty soon,” Perry said. 
He nodded toward the glass dour, which was now ajar. “1 
think the next stage is ready ’’ 

Donald unstably struggled to his feet. “There was 
definitely some kind i>f drug in the water,” he said. He 
svaited until a fresh episode of dizziness passed, then 
headed toward the open dcnir Wlierc the slippery floor 
angled up he had to go on all fours (.)ncc he reached the 
diHirway, he sttKKl up and looked dossTi a white, fifty-foot 
eomdor 


I feel drugged but 1 also feel strangely hungry,” 
Su/uniie uid 


1 w as |ust thinking the s iinc thing,’’ Perry admitted, 
lastcii, sou guys,’ I'ltiald called. “Things arc 
looking up I'hcrc's lismg ijuartcrs down the cnii of thi.s 
hallsvay Ix:i\ mobilize'" 

Suz.tnnc and I’errs g.n iIt t tcct under them andsttKKi 
up, battling tlic sams- llci-iiig dizziness Donald had 
cxpcncnccd 


I guess lisaiig quarters means beds," Suzanne said. 
And that sounds g«»od to me Besides. I svant out of tills 


room in case that water < omes back ” 

”My feelings cxastls." Pen v said 

Richard .and Michael had l.ilfrn back asleep. Suzanne 

gave them both a puke but neither stirred. Perry lent a 
h.ind. 


“Wiatcvcr was m that water affected tJicm more tlian 

us, uzanne said as she shtnik Richard to get him to 
open his eyes 
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“They felt drugged from being in the spheres, even 
before the dousing,” Perry said. He pulled Michael, who 
groaned to be let alone, up to a sitting position. 

“Let’s move it'.” Donald called. “I don’t want this 
door to close before you’re all out of here.” 

Despite their groggy state, the warning about the door 
penetrated Richard and Michael’s -stupor, and they got 
to their feet. As they moved their mental state rapidly 
improved. By the time the group joined Donald, the 
divers were even talking. 

“Tlus isn’t half bad,” Richard said as he inspected the 
corridor wth lidded eyes. Instead of mirrorlike metal, 
the walls and ceiling were a high-gloss w'hite laminate. 
Framed, three dimensional pictures lined the w'alls. The 
floor was covered with a tight-weave white carpet. 

“These pictures are something else,” Michael com- 
mented. “They’re so realistic. It looks like I can see into 
them for twenty miles.” 

“They’re holographs,” Suzanne said. “But I’ve never 
seen a holograph with such vivid, natural color. They are- 
startling, especially in this otherwise white environment.” 

“They all look like sefnes from ancient Greece,” Perry 
said. “WTioc-vcr our tormentors are, at least they’re civ- 
ilized.’’ 

“Let’s go, men!” Donald called. He was standing 
impatiently just over the next threshold. “We’ve got some 
tactical decisions to make.” 

'Tactical decisions,” Perry mimicked in a whisper to 
Su^nc. “Doesn’t he ever relax this military posturing?” ' 
l^ot often,” Suzanne admitted. 

The group walked the length of the hallway and 
paused, taken aback by the scene in front of them. After 
t c series of stark, industrial chambers, they were unpre- 
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pared for the room’s sumptuousness. The decor was 
futuristic, with iocs of mirrors and w'hitc marble, yet it 
had a calm, coo!, inviting ambiance. A dozen, canopied, 
cottchlike beds with white cashmere blankets lined both 
walls. Five of the beds were invitingly turned dovm with 
fialdcd clean clothes hing .atop each pillow. In the back- 
ground, soft instrumental music completed the mood. 

Dossm the center of the room stretched a large, low 
table with chaiseiikc, deeply cushioned chairs. The table 
was laid for a meal with cos'crcd servers and pitchers of 
iced dnnks The dishes were white, the tablecloth was 
white, and the flatw'arc was gold. 

“li this IS heaven. I’m not ready,” Perrs' said when he 
had recovered enough to speak. 

‘T don’t think chow smells this good in heaven,” 
Richard said “And I just realized I’m more hungry than 
tired He started hirward with Michael at his heels. 

“Hold up'” Donald said. “Pm not sure w’c should cat 
anything Fhe food’s probably drugged or even worse.” 

\ou really think so?” Richard said with obvious disap- 
pointment He wavered, kxiking back and forth bctwxcn 
Donald .and the laden table. 

And tliosc mirrors.” Donald ‘aid, pointing to the ■ 
huge sheets that formed the far end of tlic room. “I’d 
a.ssumc they are two way, w eh would mean we’re being 
w-atched.” 

Who the hell cares if they treat us like tin's,” Michael 
said. “My vote is we cat ” 

Suzanne s q-cs fell on the folded garments on each 
c . She had not noticed them sooner bcc3u.se thq were 
white like most everything else and blended perfectly with 
the wbitc linen. She went over to the nearest bed. She 
* c t c garments and shook them our were wo 
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simple pieces; a long-sleeved tunic that opened at the 
front and a pair of boxer shorts. Both were made of a silky 
white satin, and both were curiously seamless. 

“My word! Pajamas!” Suzaime commented. “Now 
this is downright thoughtful.” Without a moment’s hesi- 
tation, Suzanne pulled on the shorts. The tunic was 
generously proportioned and came . to knee length, 
coveting the boxers. It tied with a gold braided rope. 
Along the sides were several pockets . 

Suzanne’s .dressing reawakened everyone’s self-con- 
sciousness. The four men grabbed clothing sets from the 
beds and donned them . 

Michael cj'cd himself in the mirrors at the end of the 
room. “Not much to these things,” he said. “But thc\’’rc 
comfortable.” 

Richard laughed at him. “You look like a feggot.” 

“As if you don’t, asshole,” Michael shot back hotly, 
“That’s enough!” Donald barked. “There’s to be no 
fighting among ourselves. Save it for whoever it is we'll be 
feeing. Which brings me to the issue of setting up watches 
to stand guard.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Richard asked. 

• This isn't some Idnd of militar)" exercise. I’m going to 
cat and then I’m racking out. I’m not siancUng any 
thatch.” 

Wc’cc all tired,” Donald said. “But there is a door to 
consider that we don’t have any control over ” 

All eyes swung around to gaze at the df)or at the end of 
c room opposite the mirrors. It was w'hite like every- 
thing else and was without a knob, latch* or hinges. 

“We have to stay vigUant,” Donald added. ‘T don’t 
these Bulans or whoever these people arc sn ''.eking 
m here and doing whatever they want to us.” 
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“Jud^g by the pains they have ndeen with thoc 
accommodations, I don’t think your paranoia is jusd- 
fied,” Suzanne said, “And I thought we decided we’re 
not dealing with Russians here.” 

“Well, you people argue about all that,” Richard said. 
He walked over to the table and lifted the cover of one of 
the chafing dishes. The savory aroma filled the room. 

“What IS it?” Michael asked. He leaned over to look. 

“I don’t have a clue,” Richard said. He lifted tiie 
spoon. The steaming food was cream colored and had a 
pasty consistency, like hot cereal’s. “It looks like Cream of 
Wheat, and it smells mighty good.” He brou^t the 
sptxin to his mouth and tasted it. “Well, I’ll be damned! 
How’d thc>‘ know? It tastes like my favorite food; steak.” 

Michael took a taste “Steak? What, arc you crazj'? It 
tastes like stvect potatoes.” 

“Get outta here!” Richard complained. “You and your 
sweet potatoes " He sat down on one of the chaises and 
helped himself to a sizable ladle of the food. “You’re 
al\va)'s talking about sweet jxitatoes.” 

Michael sat opposite and took a portion for himself. 
“Hc\', I'm sorry,” he said sarcastically. “I happen to like 
sweet potatoes.” 

Suzanne and Perry stepped to the table, their curiosity 
piqued by this exchange. They' were experiencing almost 
irresistible hunger. Suzaimc was the first to try die food. 

“That’s incredible,” she remarked. “It tastes like 
mango.” 

“That's hard to bclicsx,” Perry said. “Because to me it 
tastes exactly like fresh com right off the cob.” 

Suzanne took another taste. “To me it’s mango, 
without a doubt. Maybe there’s some way it tricks our 
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CHAPTER EJGHT 


fhc tiny red lights above the beds in the living quarters 
witched momentarily to green and the violet glow faded, 
^ moment later the green lights blinked off. 

Perry was the first to wake up. It was not a gradual 
ransinon but rather a sudden change from deep sleep to 
ull consciousness. For a few seconds he stared at the 
anopy above him, attempting to put the strange struc- 
urc in context and t»ricnt himself. But he couldn’t. He’d 
isvakcncd to nothing like what he expected: namely, the 

>lank ceiling of the supposed V.I.P. suite oh the Benthic 
Explorer. 

Perry was confused, but as soon as he turned his head, 
t all came back to him. It hadn’t been a dteam. The 

Jreanufs horrifying plunge to unfathomable depths had 
iccn a reality. 


^ simple clothes tree sanding within trach 
' IS . A set of white satin drawers and tunic similar to 
hwc he d put on were hanging on it. Perry realized he 
:t quite naked under the coverlet. He lifted the edge of 
he CMhmcrc blanked and looked at himself. Not only was 
c i.a ct , he detected the same peculiar ring of puncture 

tv/* ! his navel as he’d seen on Richard and 

ichacl svhen they’d emerged from the spheres. 

erry let out a low-pitched cry, then leaped from the 
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bed to examine his wounds more carefully. He spread 
the soft skin of his abdomen. The puncture wounds were 
not deep and they weren’t painful, much to Perry’s relief. 
Most important of all, they seemed healed. 

As Perry absorbed this, discovery, he had another 
shock. His legs and groin were hairy again*. He inspected 
his forearm and discovered that the hair had returned 
there, too. He put a hand to his scalp, and smiled. 

Perry grabbed the clothes from the ebony rack and 
pulled them on as he transversed the length, of the room. 

His reflection in the mirror practically made him 
swoon. His scalp was covered with a full head of hair. It 
was only about an inch long, but it was as thick and dark 
as it had been when he was in junior high school. He felt 
like he’d discovered the fountain of youth . ■ 
i Perry heard the others stirring. He turned in time to 
1 see Donald and Suzanne slipping back into their clothes. 

I Richard and Michael were sitting on the edges of their 
! beds, gawkdng at the surroundings. Their clothes were 
[ neatly piled in their laps. ' 

I Just as I thought,” Donald said to no one in par- 

, I ticular. “I knew those bastards would be in here screwing - 
;| around with us when we were sleeping. That’s why I 
i ''(anted to set up watches.” 

‘ j ^ It isn t all bad,” Perry said as he satmtered over, 
f j *Wc VC got hair! Can you imagine? Mine is thicker than it 
i; ; ''•as when I lost it,” 

I noticed my hair,” Suzanne said with less 
ri I cnihususm. 

1 thrilled?” Perry said. 

'' ‘J Preferred the length I had yesterday,” Suzanne said. 

^ tJractually the length I had three days ago.” 

: 
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“What do you mean, three days ago?” Perry ques- 
tioned. 

“Yesterday was July twenty- first,” Suzanne stud. 
“Right?” 

“I guess,” Perry said. He wasn’t sure thanks to the 
overnight flight to the Azores. 

“Well, my watch, which someone took off my wrist but 
was nice enough to leave behind, says it’s now the twenty- 
foxuth.” 

Suzanne’s svatch had been the only one to last through 
the gassing. Her gold bracelet band remained undis- 
solvcd. 

“Maybe whoever remosxd it advanced the date,” 
Perry’ suggested. The idea of being asleep for three days 
was disturbing, to say tire least. 

“It’s possible,” Suzanne said. “But I doubt it. I mean, 
" w as much hair as we have, it would have taken 
than three days. Maybe we’ve been asleep for a 

nth and three days.” 

Perry shivered. “A month?” he gulped “I can’t 
imagine. Besides, the hair growth we’ve had has to hove 
come from some kind of amazing treatment. My hair’s 
back to the tvay it was when I was fourteen. I’ll tell you 
something; as a businessman. I’d kill to find out the 
secret- Can you imagine? WTiat a product.” 

“Tlicy didn’t do me any favors,” Donald said. “I 
didn’t want hair on my head.” 

“Did you notice the puncture wounds on your 
-stomachs?” Suzanne asked Perry’ and Donald. 

They’ both nodded. 

“I think that means we were on life support of some 
kind,” Suzanne said. “Maybe the same kind our divers 
had been on in drosc spheres.” 
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‘‘That was my thought ” Pcm' said. “1 surpcic 
had to keep us on something if we were _ 

“Hey, arc you guys okay?” Suzanne cs_ec C'^ 

Kichard and Michael, who were finishing dress*^^ ^ ^ 
“I’m all right,” Richard said. “Except for tuc Eui. 

1 was wishing this was all a bad dream.” 

“Drugging us is in violation of the Geneva Cerrren. 
tion,” Donald growled. “We’re dviliansl Who bzo^ 
what these puncture wounds mean. They coda have 
given us anytlung— AIDS, or truth drugs.” ^ 

“Actually, I feel really good,” Perry admittccL fcte 
ilcxcd his arms and stretched his legs. It was as if his body 
as well as his hair had been rejuvenated.' 

“Me, too,” Michael said. He tovtched bis toes and then 
ran in place for several strides. “I feel as if 1 could swim for 
twenty' miles.” 

I “I got my hair back but now’ my beard's gone,” 

1 Richard said. “Explain foat!” 

i The other men reflexively stroked their chins. It was 
I truc.Thcy had no stubble. 

f “This is getting more and more interciring,” Perre 
! said. 

i ' ' 

! “Pd say it’s getting more and more surreal,” Sunsms 
i said: She looked closely at Perry’s checks. Previously fce’e 
! had a definite five o’clock shadow. Now his complcifoc 
^ " as perfectly dear. 

j Hang on, guys'.” Richard exclaimed. He pornsf c 
! the dwr on the wall opposite the mirrors, “borfc ^ 
i ";c re bemg let out of the cage.” 
i All tycs turned to sec the door silently 
^ mother long white corridor 
; : ' T from tlte other end ofir -JlT. 
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“That looks like daylight,” Suzanne said. 

“It can’t be daylight,” Donald said. “Unless we 
moved somehow.” 

Perry felt a chill go down his spine. Intuitively he ki 
that everything that had happened so for was a prean 
of what was going to happen in the ne.\t few minutes. ' 
problem was he had no idea what it was going to be. 

Richard walked to the doorway to get a better Ic 
He shielded his eyes against the brightness reflecting 
die glos.sy white walls. 

“Can you see anydiing?” Suzanne asked. 

“Not much,” Richard admitted. “It opens up at 
end and there’s a wall opposite. It must be open to Ac : 
Let’s go!” 

“Hold up a minute.” Suzanne said. Then she lookc( 
Donald. ‘ What do you say? Should we go? Obviously i 
hosts expect us to.” 

“I tWnk we should go but as a group,” Donald s: 

We should stick together as much as we can, but ma; 
we should pick one person to speak for us if we cncour 
our captors.” 


Fine, Suzanne said. “I nominate Perry.” 

Me? Perry squeaked. He cleared his throat. “1 
me? Donald’s still Ac captain.” 

True, Suz.annc said. “But you arc the presiden 
BcnAic Marine. WAocser is holding us might apprcc 
the fact diat you speak wiA some auAority, cspic 
about Ac drilling operation.” 

“You Aink the reason we’re down here is bccaus 
Ac drilling?” 

‘Tt has crossed my mind,” Suzanne said. 

“Still, Donald’s been in Ac militar>-,” Perry whir 
I haven’t. WTiat if this is a Russian military base?” 
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“I think it is safe to say it is not a Russian base,” 
SuTanne replied. 

“It’s not completely out of tlic question,” Donald 
satd. “But I think Perry is a good choice regardless. It will 
^vc me a better chance to assess the situation, especially if 
tltings get hostile.” 

“Richard and Michael!” Suzanne called. “Do cither of 
you have an opinion about who speaks for us?” 

“I think the prez should be the one,” Michael said. 
Richard merely nodded. He was impatient to go. . 
“Then it’s dwJded,” Suzanne said. She gestured for 
Perry to lead them dovim the corridor. 

“Okay!” Perry said with more alacrity than he felt. He 
tightened the golden braid around his tunic, squared his 
shoulders, arid headed toward the corridor. Richard gave 
hirri a supercilious glance as he passed and then fell in 
behind him. The others followed in single file with 
Michael in ilie rear. 

Perry slowed as he approached the end of the hallway. 
He was even more certrin the light streaming in was sun- 
light since he could feel its radiant warmth. He gauged 
the space ahead to be an open sky enclosure approxi- 
mately twenty feet square. 

About six feet away Perry stopped and Richard 
bumped up against him. 

‘What’s the matter?” Suzaimc asked. She pushed past 
Richard. ' 

Perry didn’t answer since he didn’t know exactly why 
c d stopped. Slowly he leaned forward so that he could 
^ progressively more of the opposite wall. He was 
looking for the top, but he couldn’t yet see it. After a step 
orward he tried again. This time he could see the top of 
the wall which he estimated to be about fifteen feet hich. 
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Above that he could see feet, ankles, bare calves, and th( 
hems of outfits like the one he had on. 

Perry straightened up and turned to the others 
“There arc people on top of the opposite wall,” he whis- 
pered. “They’re dressed the way we arc.” 

“Really?” Suzanne questioned. She leaned forward to 
try to see for herself, but she was too fer back. 

“I can’t be positive,” Perry said. “But I think they’re 
wearing these same ftims\’ satin clothes we arc.” He and 
everyone else had assumed the tlimsy, weird, lingerie-like 
outfits were prisoners’ garb. 

“Come on’.” Richard said, even more impatient now. 
.“This I gotta see. Let’s go!” 

‘TVhy would tlicy be dressed like ancient Greeks?” 
Suzanne asked Donald. 

Donald shrugged. “You’ve got me. Let’s just move 
out and see for ourselves.” 

Perry led the way. With his hand over his eyes to slticld 
against the ^arc of a square of bnght sky, he looked up. 
Wliat he saw astounded him to the point that he stopped 
dead in his tracks and his mouth gaped in wonderment. 
Suzanne bumped into him and the rest of the group 
nudged against her all equally dumbfounded. 

They were standing in a penlike enclosure. Fifteen feet 
above was a glass-enclosed loggia ringed by a marble bal- 
ustrade and supponed by fluted columns whose capitals 
were encrusted uitlr gilded sea ac-iturcs. Fronting the 
endosure the entire loggia was packed with people 
pressed against the glass and staring down in unmoving, 
silent, intense curiosity. As Perry had surmised firom 
his limited earlier view, they were all dressed in identical, ' 
lingerie-like, loose-fitting satin tunics and shorts. 

Perry had had no spcdfic mental image of what the 
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people were going to look like, but what he was con- 
fronted with hadn’t even been part of his imagination 
which leaned toward expecting fiercer-looldng captors. 
Before he’d caught the glimpse of the satin outfits he’d 
anticipated uniforms, and he’d expected stern if not 
openly aggressive expressions. Instead he found himself 
staring at the most beautiful collection of people he’d 
ever seen, whose feces reflected an almost divine serenity. 
Although the ages varied fi-om tiny children to vigorous 
elders,, the vast majority were in their early to mid twen- 
ties. Everyone radiated good health with lithe bodies, 
sparkling eyes, lustrous hair, and teeth so white they made 
Perry think of his own yellow by comparison. 

“I don’t believe this!” Richard gushed as he took in 
the spectacle. 

“Who arc these people?” Suzanne asked, her voice an 
awed whisper. 

“I’ve never seen such a gorgeous group of people,” 
Perry managed. “Every one of them. There’s not even an 
average-looking one in the bunch.” 

“I feel like we’re rats in a huge experiment,” Donald 
said undcr'his breath. “Look at them gawk at us! And 
remember, appearances can be dcccptivcl Keep in mind 
fiicsc people have been toying with us for their own 
amusement. All this show might be some kind of trap.” 

“But they’re stunningly beautiful,” Suzanne com- 
mented as she slowly .turned to take in more, “particularly 
fee children and even the aged. How could this be a trap? 
1 can tell you one thing for sure, seeing these people 
certainly puts to bed the idea of this being a secret Russian 
submarine base.” 

‘Well, thc\’.’rc not American cither,” Perry said- 



“There’s not one overweight person in the entire 
crowd.” 

“This must be heaven,” Michael said in a dazed 
whisper. 

“I tliink it is more like a zoo,” Donald spat “The 
difference is that here we’re the animals.” 

“Try to think of something positive,” Su7.anne sug- 
gested. “I have to say I’m relieved.” 

“Well, there is one thing,” Donald commented. “At 
least I don’t see any weapons.” 

“You’re right!” Perry said. “That’s definitely 
cncoura^g.” 

“Of course they don’t need any weapons, \vith us 
imprisoned down here and them up there,” Donald 
added. 

“I suppose that’s true,” Perry said. “Wliat do you 
think, Suzanne?” 

“I can’t tlitnk,” Suzanne said. “This whole experience 
continues to be to<j surreal. Arc we looking at a patch of 
sky up there?” 

“It certainly looks like it,” Perry said. 

“Do you think there is a chance we could ha\x been 
transported eastward when the Oernnus fell down the 
shaft?” Suzanne asked. “I mean, could we be on one of 
the Azores Islands?” 

“The only svay we’re going to find out is if they decide 
to tell us,” Donald said. 

“^Vho cares where we arc,” Michael said. “Cheek out 
the women! What bodies! Can they be real or arc we just 
imagining this?” 

“That’s an interesting thought,” Suzanne said. “Ijst 
night — or whcncs’cr it was tliat we ate — the food tasted as 
we wished. Could that be happening now with onr vision? 
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I mean, h’s another sense. Maybe v/c’rc seeing what we 
want to see.” 

“That’s too far out for me to even contemplate,” Perry 
said. ‘T’vc never been a big'believcr m the supernatural.” 

“Hey, who the hell cares,” Richard said. “Look al that 
chick with the long brown hair. What a figure! Hey, she’s 
looking at me.” 

Richard smiled broadly, .raised his hand, and waved 
enthusiastically. The w'oman smiled back and held up her 
hand, pressing her palm against the glass. 

“Hey!” Richard crooned. “She likes me!”- Richard 
blew kisses, which made the w'oman smile more broadly. 

Encouraged by Richard’s succc-ss, Michael made eye 
contact with a woman with shiny, jet black hair. She ac- 
knowledged hirri by putting her palm against the glass just 
as Richard’s acquaintance had done. Michael w'ent crazt’ 
jumping up and down and wasing .frantically with both 
hands. The w'oman responded by laughing heartily, 
although there was no sound because of the glass. 

Suzanne lowered her gaze and got Donald’s attention. 
“I don’t see any suggestion of hostilitj-,” she said. “They 
all look so peaceful.” 

“It’s probably just a ruse,” Donald said. “A way of 
putting us off guard.” 

Peny reluctantly took his eyes off the beautiful people 
to consult with Suzanne and Donald. Richard and 
Michael continued their antics for the benefit of the two 
women. They were both tr>ing to improvise a sign 
language. 


What arc we going to do?” Perry asked. 

I personally don’t like standing here making a spec- 
Donild said. “I suggest we go back to 
c IKing quaners and wait to see w’hat happens. Obvi- 



ously the ball’s In their court- Let them come to us in our 
office, so to speak.” 

“But who are these people?” Suzanne questioned. 
“This is bizarre, like a science fiction movie.” 

Perry was about to respond but the words stuck in his 
throat. He pointed over Suzanne and Donald’s shoulders. 
One of the enclosure’s walls was mysteriously opening. 
Behind it was a staircase leading up to the log^a. 

“Well,” Suzanne exclairhcd. “Like you said, Donald, 
the .ball is in their court, and I think we’re being invited to 
a face-to-face meeting.” 

“What should we do?” Perry questioned nervously. 

“I think we should go up,” Donald said. “But let’s go 
slowly and stay together, and. Perry, you do the talking 
like we decided.” 

Richard and Michael had not seen the silent appear- 
ance of the stairway thanks to their communication 
gestures which had competitively progressed to pure silli- 
ness. Above, the crowd was responding jdccfuUy to their 
antics which only encouraged them to new heights. But 
when they caught sight of ffic stairs, they bolted for them. 
Tljcy were both eager to make more intimate contact uith 
their newfound female friends. 

“Hold it!” Donald barked. He’d stepped sidcw’ays to 
block the divers’ mad dash. “Fall in! We’re going as a 
group and Mr. Bergman is doing the talking,” 

“I gotta meet this bnmette,” Richard said eagerly. 

“I got a date svith the raven-haired honey,” Michael 
added out of breath. 

Both divers tried to step around Donald, but he 
reached out and grasped their upper arms in a visclikc 
grip. They both started to protest but changed their 
minds when they saw Donald’s face. The ex-naval officer’s 
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speak'. He hadn’t planned to go first but cvcntu% 
decided to break the ensuing uncomfortable silence with 
a tentative, “Hi.” 

His greeting brought on a few giggles from the 
beautiful people but not much else. Perry turned to 
glance back at his colleagues for suggestions. Suzanne 
shrugged. Donald had nothing to volunteer. He still 
seemed far more mistrustful than Perry felt. 

Perry turned back to the crowd. “Docs anyone speak 
any English?” he called out in desperation. “Any English 
at all or maybe some Spanish?” Perry could speak a little. 

A couple stepped forward. Both appeared to be in their 
mid twenties, and like everyone else, they were shockingly 
handsome. They had archetypally perfect features which 
reminded Perry of images he’d seen on ancient cameos. 
The man had blond hair of medium length. His eyes were 
an intense sky blue. The woman had fier\' red hair with a 
prominent widow’s peak. Her green eyes were as briglit as 
emeralds Both had rosily radiant, flawless skin. Back in 
I. .A., there would be no question: these two were movie 
starmatcnal, 

“Hello, friends, how arc you?” the man said with a 
perfect American accent. “Please don’t be afraid. You’ll 
not be harmed. My name is Arak and this is Sufa.” The 
man gestured toward the woman next to him. 

“I’d like to say hi, too,” Sufi said. “What would each 
of you like to be called?” 

Perry was stunned to hear such regular English come 
out of their mouths. It was oddly reassuring to hear some- 
thing so familiar, given the alien quality of everything 
they'd encountered since the Orr«B«rsunk. 

“Wlio arc you people?” Perry managed. 
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“Wc arc inhabitants of Intcrtcrra,” Arak said. His res 
onant baritone was not dissimilar to Donald’s. 

“And where the hell is Interterra?” Perry demanded 
Without, meaning to, his voice had a harsh edge. It ha( 
suddenly occurred to him that perhaps this whole setu[ 
was some kind of elaborate joke, rather than the kind o 
trap Donald feared. 

“Please!” Arak said solicitously. “I know you arc con 
fused and exhausted, and you certainly have a right to bi 
after what you’ve been through. We arc well aware hov 
taxing the decontamination sequence can be, so please tr 
to relax. There’s a lot of excitement in store for you.” 
“Arc you expatriate Americans?” Perry asked. 

Botli Arak and Sufa slapped tlicir hands over thei 
mouths in a vain effort to contain their laughter. Ail thi 
beautiful people close enough to hear Perry’s qucstioi 
did the same. 

. “Please excuse our lauglitcr,” Arak said. “Wc don’ 
mean to be rude. No, wc arc not Americans. Wc Interter 
fans happen to be quite accomplished in your languages 
English in all its varieties happens to be Sufa’s and m; 
specialty.” 

Suzanne leaned next to Perry’s car and whispered 
Ask them again where Intcrtcrra is.” 

Perry complied. 

Intcrtcrra is beneath the oceans,” Arak said ii 
tesponsc. “It resides in a gap between what you pcopl 
call the earth’s crust and the earth’s manric. It’s an arc; 
>ouT seismic scientists call the Mohorovicic dis 
continuity.” 

** ^ undcrgroimd world?” Suzanne blurted 
' c looked up at what appeared to be a patch of sky fillet 
’'tth sunlight. She svas stupefied. 
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“Undersea is more correct,” Sufa intcqcttcd. “But 

please we know you will have many questions. They 

will all be answered in due time. For now- we graciously 
beg for your forbearance.” 

“What’s forbearance?” Bichard asked. 

“It means patience,” Sufa said. She smiled graciously. 

“But we do need to know how we should address each 
ofyou,” Araksaid. 

“I’m Perry, president of Benthic Marine,” Perry said 
while patting his chest. He then identified the others with 
their given names. 

Arak stepped fonvard and presented himself directly to 
Suzanne. He svas a good head taller than she. He held 
his right arm outstretched with his palm facing her. He 
gestured toisard it with his other hand. “Perhaps you will 
do me the honor of an Intcrtcrran greeting,” he said. 
“Press your palm against mine.” 

Suzanne hesitated and furtively glanced at Perry, and 
Donald before complying. Her hand w'as a good deal 
smaller than Arak’s. 

“Welcome Dr. Newell,” Arak said once their hands 
had met. “We arc particularly pleased that you have come 
to sisit us.” He bowed and took his hand asvay. 

“Well, thank you,” Suzanne said. She was confused yet 
flattered that she’d been singled out for an individual 
welcome. 

Arak backed away. “Now, my honored guests,” he 
said. “You will be taken to your quarters, which I’m sure 
you will find agreeable,” 

“iVait 3 .see, Arak!” Richard called. He raised himself 
up on his tiptoes. “There’s a gorgeous brunette some- 
where around here who’s dying to meet me." 
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“And there’s a raven-haired beauty that I want to 
meet,” Michael said. 

The two divers had been scanning the crowd for the 
women since they’d come up the stairs. To their chagrin 
they’d not been able to spot cither one . 

“There will be plenty of time for socializing,” Arak 
saidi “but for now it is important to get you to your 
rooms since you’ve yet to cat and properly wash. There 
v.-ill be a gala celebration for your arrival later, which we 
hope you will all attend. So, please follow me.” 

“This v/ill only take a couple of minutes,” Richard 
■ said. He started forward, intending to walk around Arak 
and Sufa and mingle in the crowd. But Donald grabbed 
him as hard as he had when they were downstairs. 

“Knock it off, sailorl” Donald snarled under his 
brath:“Wcstay together! Remember!” , 

Richard glared back for a moment, fighting the urge to 
tell Donald to drop dead. He was sojclose to connecting 
vith that beautiful woman, it w^ hard to deny himself. 
Self-restraint had never been his strong point- But once 
the intensity of Donald’s, gaze gave him pause, he 
relented. 

I guess some chow’s not a bad idea,” he said to save 
face. 

You d better stay in line, bro,” Donald snapped. 
‘Otherwise you and I are going to be banging heads.” 

“Just for the record,” Richard said. "I ain’t afi^d of 
you.” 



CHAPTER NINE 



Suzanne put one foot ahead of the other as she followed 
Arak and Sufa but she felt disconnected, as if her feet were 
not solidly on the ground. It wasn’t dizziness that she was 
feeling, but it was dose. She’d heard the psychiatric term 
Hepersonalizntion and wondered if she was suffering some 
variation of it. Everything she was experiendng felt so 
surreal. It w’as as if she were in a dream, although her 
senses seemed very tangibly engaged. She could see, 
smell, and hear just like normal. But nothing else was 
making sense. How could they be under the ocean! 

As a geophysical oceanographer Suzanne was well 
asvare that the Mohorovicic discontihuitj', was the name 
given to a spcdfic layer within the earth that marked an 
abrupt change in the vclodty of sound or seismic waves. It 
was located approximately two and a half to seven miles 
beneath the ocean floor and about twenty-four miles 
beneath the continents. She also knew that its eponymous 
name came from the Serbian seismologist who’d dis- 
covered it. But despite having a name, no one had any 
n ca vv at the layer represented. As far as she knew, ncitlicr 
Stic nor any other geologist or seismologist had ever con- 
sidered the possibilit)- it was an enormous, air-filled 
cavern. Tile idea was too preposterous to have been 
scnously entertained. 




abduction 


131 


“Please give our secondary humans the courtesy they 
deserve,” Arak called out to his fellow Interterrans as he 
moved forward into thdr midst. “Back up and gh'c us 
room!” He motioned for the people to give way, and they 
silently complied. 

“Please!” Arak said gently to Suzanne and the others 
as he gestured toward an open lane h ading out from 
under the roof of the loggia. He moved ahead and v a* <.•>! 
for them to follow. “As soon as w'e depart the foreign 
arrival hall, it will only be a short journey to yout accom- 
modations.” 

As if watching herself in a movie Suzanne walked 
between the crowds of Interterrans. She sensed that Perr.’ 
was directly behind her and imagined that Donald and the 
dh-ers were close as well. The situation was no longer 
scary. The beautiful people were full of smiles and gave 
furtive, almost shy gestures of greeting. Suzanne found 
herself unable to keep from smiling in response. 

Can this truly be happening? she kept asking herself as 
she followed. Is this a dream'< Everything was certainly 
surreal enough, yet there was no doubt she could feel the 
marble on her bare feet and the caress of a gentle breeze 
on her checks, Nes'cr had she felt such subtle sensor)' 
details in a dream no matter how realistic it had been. 

Sufa tinned to Suzanne. “You’ll notice that you people 
arc true celebrities. Second-generation humans arc very, 
scry popular. You arc all so refreshingly stimulating. I 
better warn you that you will be urgreat'demand.” 

‘^Vhat do you mean, ‘second-generation humans’?” 
Suzanne questioned. 

h'ov.-, Sufr,” Arak chided gently. “Remember what 
decided! These guests arc going to be introduced 
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mure sUnvly to our world titan we've done with others in 
the past.” 

“I remember,” Sufii repUed. Then to Suzanne she 
added: “We’ll be disaissing everything in due time, and 
all your questions will be answered, I promise you.” 

The group soon emerged on a spacious verandah that 
opened up into a stupendously colossal underground 
cavetp so immense, it gave the impression of being out- 
doors. The Illumination was like daylight although there 
was no sun. The domed ceiling was a pale blue like the 
color of ilie s'w on a hazy summer day. A few thin clouds 
Hoated iazilv with the breeze. 

The scrandah was at the side of a building located on 
the outer edge of a city*. Stretching out from the balus- 
trade was a bucolic vista of rolling hills, lush vegetation, 
and lakes witli a tew towns in the near distance. The 
buiUlings were constructed of black basalt, highly pol- 
ished and tashioned into a mixture of curves, domes, 
towers, and c!a.ssicaUy columned porticos. In the for dis- 
tance a senes of conical mountains rose up from wide 
bases to merge u ith the fan out against the dome above to 
form gargantu.in supporting columns. 

“If you’ll all wait for just a moment,” Arak said. He 
tlien spoke softly into a tiny microphone on an instru- 
ment attached to his wrist 

ITic five “second generation humans” were spell- 
bound by the unexpected beauty- and breathtaking 
dimcn.sions ot the subterranean paradise. It was beyond 
ainthing that their inwginations could have possibly con- ' 
jured. Even the divers were speechless. 

“^Vc’rc waiting for a hovercraft,” Sufa c.xplaincd. 

“Is this Atlantis?” Perry asked, his mouth agape. 

“No!” Sufa said, mildly oft'ended. “This is not Atlantis. 
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This dty is Saranta. Atlantis is due cast from here. But you 
can’t see it. It’s behind those columns that support the 
surface prombcranccs you people call the Azores.” 

“So Atlantis docs exist?” Perry said-. ' 

“Well, of course,” Sula said. “But personally I don’t 
find it nearly as agreeable as Saranta. It’s a young, upstart 
city with rather brazen people if you ask me. But you’ll 
have to judge for yourselves.” 

“Ah, here we go,” Arak exclaimed as a domed, saucer- 
like craft silently materialized at the base of the steps. It 
arrived so quietly, only those who happened to be looking 
in the proper direction saw its arrival . 

“Sorry it took so long,” Arak said. “There must be a 
particularly high demand at the moment for some reason. 
But please, after you.” He gestured down the steps 
toward an open entrance port that had miraculoasly 
appeared on the side of the saucer. 

The group descended the steps and boarded the craft, 
which was hovering motionlessly several feet off the 
ground. It was about thirty feet in diameter •with a clear, 
dorned top similar to the kind of purported UFOs seen on 
the covers of tabloids at grocery checkout lines. Inside 
was a circular banquette cushioned in white ■with a black, 
round central table. There were no controls. 

Arak was the last to board, and as soon as he did the 
cn^ce port disappeared as silently and as mysteriously 
as it had appeared. 

Ah, it’s always the •way,” Arak complained after 
glancing around at the interior. “Just when we’re trying 
to impress you wc get one of the old hovercrafts. This one 
^ on its last legs.” 

“Stop complaining,” Sufe said. “This vehicle is per- 
ftctly serviceable.” 
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Suzanne glanced at Donald, who raised his eyebrows 
ever so slightly. Suzanne looked ajround the hovercraft. 
She was so full of questions she didn’t knosy where to 
bcjpn. 

Arak placed his hand, palm down, in the center of the 
black table and leaned forward. “Visitojs’ palace,” he 
said. He then leaned back and smiled. A moment later ilic- 
scencry outside began to move. 

Suzanne reficxivcly reached out to grasp the edge of 
the table to steady herself, but it wasn’t necessary. There 
was no sensation of motion nor was there any found. 
It was as if tlie craft were staying still ahd the city moving 
as they rose some hundred feet before accelerating hori- 
zontally. 

“You’ll be instructed how to call and use these air taxis 
vcr>' soon,” Arak said. “You’P have plenty of time to 
explore.” 

Several heads nodded. The tinuhic Explorer team tvas 
overwhelmed by cvcrytlting they were seeing. They 
seemed to be cruising tJirough the center of a bustling 
metropobs witli countless people going about their busi- 
'Hcss and dtousands of other air raxis zippmg in every 
direction. 

For Suzanne, this world seemed full of strange contra- 
dictions. The cit)’ and the advanced technology' seemed 
so futuristic yet the trees and vegetation had a haunt- 
in^y prehistoric a.spcct. Tlic flora reminded her of what 
had flourished during the Carboniferous period three 
hundred million years ago. 

Soon lire shiny black basalt multistoricd buildings gave 
way to a less dense, apparently residential area with grass, 
trees, and pools of water. Tire crowds of people disap- 
peared as did the ssvarms of air taxis. Now there were 
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Assuming that left the decision up to her, she climbed out 
of the hovercraft. Sufa followed. A moment later the 
saucer silently moved across the lawn to stop at a neigh-, 
boring cottage. 

“Come on!” Sufa encouraged. She’d started up the 
walkway but had turned back when she was aware that 
Suzanne wasn’t bcliind her. 

Suzanne took her eyes oft' the hovercraft and hurried to 
catch up \^ith her host. 

“You svill be meeting up with your friends for a meal 
shortiy,” Sufa said. “I just want to be certain your accom- 
modations arc acceptable. Besides, I thought you’d like to 
take a quick refreshing swim before eating. That was my 
first wish when I emerged from the dccon experience.’’ 

“You experienced what we went through?” Suzanne 
questioned. 

“I did,” Sufa said. “But it was a long, long time ago. 
Several lifetimes, actually.” 

‘ Excuse me?” Suzanne said. She assumed she’d not 
heard correctly. The phrase sfveral lifetimes didn’t make 
. any sense. 

Come!” Sufa said. “We have to get you settled. The 
questions must wait.” She took Suzanne’s arm. Together 
they climbed the few steps fiom the walkway and entered 
tlic cottage. 


Suzanne stopped just beyond the door, awestruck by 
rite decor. In sharp contrast to die black exterior, the 
interior was almost exclusively white: white marble, white 
cashmere, and multiple mirrored surfaces. It reminded 
Suzanne of the living quarters where she had so rcccndy 
slept but on a mucli more lavish scale. An added feature 
was an azure pool that stretched from inside the room to 
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the outdoors. The pool was fed by a waterfell that cas 

cadcdoutofthcwall. ' . . , 

“The room doesn’t please you?” Sufa questioned witl 
concern. She’d been watching, Suz^ne’s face am 
mistook her wonderment for dissatisfaction. 

“Whether. I like it or not is har^y the question, 
Suzanne said. “It’s unbelievable .” 

“But we want you to be comfortable,” Sufa said. 
“What about the others?” Suzanne asked. “Are thei 
quarters anything like this?” 

“They arc identical,’’ Sufa said. “All the \isitors’ col 
tages arc the same. But if there is something else yo 
might need, please tell me . I’m sure we can provide it.” 

Suzanne’s eyes moved to the enormous circular bc< 
which was on a raised marble dms at the center of hi 
quilrters. A large canopy wa.*. dr aped above it. From i 
circumference hung gathered bundles of sheer whii 
fabric. . ' 

“Perhaps you could tell nte whar you feel is laddng. 
Sufa said. 

“Nothing is lacking,” Suzanne said. “The room 
breathtaking.” 

“Then you do like it,” Sufa said with relief. 

“It’s stunning,” Suzanne said. She reached out ai 
touched the marble widl. Its surface was -polished to 
mirroriike perfection, and it felt warm as if heated I 
inner radiation, 

Sufa stepped over to a cabinet that lined the wall to t 
nght. She gestured down its length. “Inside- here yi 
i\c media consoles, extra clothing, reading material 
your language, a large refrigerator with a selection 
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“How do I open it?” Suzanne asked. 

“Just use a voice command,” Sufa said simply. She 
pointed at one of two doors on the wall opposite the 
cabinetry. “Personal facilities arc through dicre.” 

Suzanne walked over to stand next to Sufe and faced ■ 
the cabinet. “What exactly do I say?” 

“Wliatcvcr it is you’re looking for,” Sufa cjqilained. 
“Followed by an exclamatory word like ‘please’ or 
‘now’.'’ 

“Food, please!” Suzanne said self-consciously. 

No sooner had she uttered the words w'hen one of the 
catrinet doors opened to reveal a sizable refirigerator well 
stocked with containers of liquid refreshment and solid 
food of varying consistency and color. 

Sufa bent over and glanced inside. .She shuffled 
through some of the contents. “I might have known,” 
she said, standing back up. “I’m afraid you have just the 
standard selection, even though I requested some' 
specialty items. But it doesn’t mauer. A worker clone will 
get you anything you might desire.” 

“Wliat do you mean, worker clone’?” Suzanne asked. 
The term sounded ominous. 

“Worker clones arc the workers,” Sufa safd. “They do, 
all the manual work in Interterra.” 

“Have I seen a worker clone?” Suzanne asked. 

“Not yet,” Sufa said. “They prefer not to be seen until 
they arc called. They fevor their own company and jheir 
own fadlitics.” 

Suzanne nodded as if she understood, but it was not in 
the way Sufa surmised.- Suzanne nodded because she 
knew that in most situations of bigotry, the dominant 
group always attributed attitudes to the oppressed which 
made the oppressors fed better about the oppression. 



abduction 


139 


“Arc these worker clones true clones?” Suzanne asked. 
“Absolutely,” Sufa said. “Tlrcy’vc been cloned for 
ages. Their primary' origin' was from primitive hominids, 
something akin to what you people call Neanderthals.” 

‘•■What do you mean, we people?” Suzanne said. 
“What makes us different from you besides the fact that 
you arc all so gorgeous?” 

“Please . . .” Sufa begged. 

“I know, I know,” Suzanne repeated with frustration. 
“I’m not supposed to ask any questions, but yoiur answ'ers 
to even simple questions always demand some expla- 
nation.” 

Sufa laughed. “It’s confusing you. I’m sure,” she said. 
“But we’re just asking you to be patient. As we’ve inti- 
mated, we’ve learned from experience that it is best to go 
slowly with the introduction to our world.” 

“\Vhich means you have had visitors like us in the 
past,” Suzanne said. 

“For sure,” Suzanne said. “We’ve had many over the . 
last ten thousand years or so.” 

Suzanne’s mouth slowly dropped open. “Did you say 
ten thousand years?” 

“I did,” Sufa said. “Prior to that we had no interest in 
your culture.” 

“Arc you suggesting — •” 

Please,” Sufa interrupted. She took a deep breath, 
ho more questions unless they are about your accom- 
modations. I have to insist.” 

All right,” Suzanne said. “Let’s get back to the 
woikcr clones. How do I call one?” 

A voice command,” Sufa said. “It’s the same for most 
^crythingin Interterra.” 

1 just say Svorkcr clone’?” Suzanne asked. 
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“ Worker done’ or just Vorkcr,’ ” Sufe said. “Then, 
of course, it has to be followed by an exclamatory word 
that you fed comfortable with. But the phrase has to be 
said as a true cxdamation.’’ 

*T could do it right now?” Suzanne asked. 

“Of course,” Sufa said. 

“Worker, please,” Suzanne said. She maintained eye 
contact with Sufe, Nothing happened. 

. “That w'asn’t enough of an' cxdamation,” Sufa 
explained. “Try it again.” 

“Worker, please!” Suzanne cried. 

“Much better,” Sufa said. “But it doesn’t have to be so 
loud. It’s not the volume that counts. It’s the intended 
meaning. Humanoids have to know witliout equivocation 
that you want them to appear. Their default mode is not 
to come, so as to be lc.ss bodiersomc.” 

“Did you mean to use the term hutnanoiii?' Suzanne 
asked. 

“Of course,” Sufa said. “Worker clones look ver)' 
humanlike although they arc a fusion of android 
elements, engineered biomechanical parts, and hominid 
sections. They arc half-machine, half-living organisms 
who conveniently take care of themselves and even 
reproduce.” 

Suzanne stared at Sufa with an expression that was a 
.combination of dismay and disbelief. Sufa intctprclcd it as 
fear. , 

“Now, don't worry,” Sufa said. “They arc ter}’ easy to 
deal with and arc inordinately helpful. In fact, they arc 
truly wonderful creatures as you will undoubtedly dis- 
cover. Their only minor drawback is that, like their 
particular hominid forebears, they arc unable to speak" 
but they will understand you perfectly.” 
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Suzanne continued to stare. Before she could ask 
another question, one of die doors opposite die caliincts 
opened and in waiked a statuesque woman. Suzanne 
realized she’d been c.xpccdng a grotesque automaton, but 
the woman before her was liauntingly bcaudfii! uidi 
classical features and blonde hair, alabaster slan, and dark, 
penetrating eyes. She was wearing black satin coveralls 
with long sleeves. 

“Here is a fine example of a female w-orkcr clone,” Sufa 
said. “You’ll notice she is wearing a hoop earring. 7'hcy all 
w'car diem for some reasem I’ve never understood, 
aldiough I believe it has somcdiing to do widi pride or 
lineage. You’ll also notice that she is rather comely, as arc 
the male versions. But most importandy, you’ll find her 
amenable to your wishes. Vniatcvcr you w^ant, just tell 
her and she will try to do it, short of injuring herself.” 

Suzanne stared into die w'oman’s eyes; they W'crc like 
dark pools. Her facial features were as sailptuicd and 
attractive as Sufa’s yet they bore no expression. 

“Does she have a name?” Suzanne questioned. 

“Hcav'cns no,” Sufti said with a chuckle. “That cer- 
tainly would complicate things. We wouldn’t w'ant to 
personalize our relationship with workers. That’s part of 
the reason they have never been engineered to speak.” 

“But she will do what I ask?” 

“Absolutely,” Sufa said. “Anything at all. She can pick 
up your clodics, wash them, draw' your bath, restock your 
refrigerator, give you a massage, even change the tem- 
perature of the w'ater in your pool, \^^^atcvcr you w'ant or 
need.” 

“At die moment I diink it would be best if she left,” 
Suzanne said. She shuddered imperceptibly. The idea of 
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someone being half ahvc half machine ■w'as dis- 
quieting.-. ■ 

“Go, please?” Su6 said. The woman turned and left as 
quictly as she’d appeared. Sufa looked back at Suz^nc. 
“Of course, next time you call for a worker clone it 'nill 
most likely be a different one. Whoever is available 
edmes;” 

Suzanne nodded as if she understood, but she didn’t- 
“Whcrc do they come from?” 

“Underground,” Sufa said. 

“lake in caves?” Suzanne asked. 

“I suppose,” Sufa said vaguely. “I’ve never been down 
there nor do I know anyone else who has. But, enough 
about worker clones! We have to get you over to the 
" dining hall for your meal. Would you like to swim or 
bathe? It’s entirely up to you, but there isn’t an overabun- 
dance of time.” 

Suzanne s^^'allowcd. Her throat was dry. Given cs'cry- 
thing she’d been presented with, she found it difficult to 
make even a simple decision. She looked over at the pool. 
Its color, now more aquamarine than azure, was as 
inviting as was its gendy flickering surface. 

“Maybe a swim would be a good idea,” Suzanne said. 

“Excellent,” Sufa ansavered. “There arc fresh clothes 
in the cabinet. And shoes, too, I might add.” 

Suzanne nodded. 

“I’ll wait for you outside,” Sufa said. “I have a feeling 
it would be good for you to be alone for a ftw minutes to 
catch your breath.” 

“I think you arc right,” Suzanne said. 



CHAPTER TEN 


The ^lining room was situated in a building similar in size 
and shape to the cottages but without a pool. It was also 
open to the exterior but faced the dramatic central pav- 
ilion rather than the eiqpansive lawns and fern thickets. Its 
long central table was like. the one in the decon area’s 
living quarters. The deeply cushioned chaises looked the 
same, too. . . 

The group had arrived from tHeir separate lodgings at 
about the same time, in distinctly different moods about 
their circumstances. Richard and Michael pointedly 
refused to acknowledge any misgivings. They were com- 
pletely exhilarated, like two childreb let loose in the 
theme park of their dreams and intent on taking advan- 
tage of every available perquisite. Perry was also excited 
about the possibilities inherent in this new world, but 
he remained outwardly cooler than the giddy divers. 
Suzanne was still more conhised than excited. She con- 
tinued to toy with the notion that they vsxre experiencing 
a kind of collective hallucination according to their own 
predilections. In contrast to everyone else, Donald was 
sullen, cominced as he was that the whole construct 
was an elaborate, purposeful delusion toward some nef- 
arious end. 

The conversation centered on the saucer ride and the 
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man-cls of their accommodations. Richard and Michael 
were the most animated, parricuJarly after they learned 
that Suzanne’s worker clone had been female. Richard 
hinted at the desires that might be sated by such a pliant 
creature. 

Suzanne was appalled, and let him know in no uncer- 
tain terms. “Try to act like you’re from a chilized race!” 

The food was similar to the fare they had had in the 
’ ;con quarters, with the same curious variation in per- 
ived taste although it was presented in elaborate, sclf- 
rve courses. It was brought out by two extremely hand- 
>mc men in black satin, long-sleeved overalls that zipped 
a the front. Each was wearing a hoop earring. 

Suddenly Donald threw his gold fork with some force 
ito his gold platter. The clatter was surprisingly loud in 
ic marbled room as it reverberated oft' the stone walls, 
ichard was caught in mid sentence, describing the • 
lunge he took in his pool, with his mouth stuffed svith 
hat he insisted was a dollop of hot fitdgc sundae, 
uzanne jumped from fright and dropped her own fork 
ith somewhat less of a clatter, emphasizing to herself 
ow' tense she was, Michael choked on what he was 
tpericncing as sweet potato pic. 

“How can you people cat under these circumstances!" 
lonald shouted. 

“Wiat circumstances?” Richard asked, his mouth still 
rimming with food. His eyes darted rapidly around the 
aom, fearful that tlic place had been invaded. 

Donald leaned toward Richard, “\\ftiat circum- 
:anccs?” he repeated with accentuated derision while 
taking his head in scornful w-onderment, “The thing I’ve 
ever been able to undersmnd about saturation divers is 
•hether they have to be stupid in order to be willing to 
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do it, or whether it’s the pressure and inert gas tliat 
destroys, the handful of brain cells they may have had 
when they started.” 

“VVhat the hell arc you talking about?” Michael asked, 
taking immediate offense. 

“I’ll tell you what I’m talking about,” Donald 
snapped. “Look around you! Where tlie hell arc we? What 
arc we doing here? Who arc these people dressed up like 
thc)’’rc going to a college toga party?” 

. For a few minutes there was silence. Everyone avoided 
Donald’s glare. They had been scrupulously avoiding 
such questions. 

“I know where we arc,” Richard said finally. “We’re in 
Interterra.” 

“Oh, jeez,” Donald exclaimed, throwing up his hands 
in fhistration. “We’re in Interterra,” he repeated. “That 
explains everything. Well, let me tell you, it tells us 
nothing. It doesn’t tell us where we arc or what we’re 
doing here or who these people arc. And they now have 
us conveniently isolated in separate living quarters.” 

“They said they would tell us all we want to know,” 
Suzanne said. “They asked us to be patient.” 

“Patient!” Donald mocked. “I’ll tell you what we’re 
doing here . . . We’re prisoners!” 

“So what!” Richard said. 

Silence reigned again. Michael put down his fork, chas- 
tened by Donald’s outburst. Richard resumed enjoying 
his dessert, brazenly staring Donald down. Suzaiuic and 
Perry just watched, as did tlic mute worker clones. 

Richard took another large bite of his dessert. Witli his 
tnouih still full, he said, “If we’re prisoners, I want to see 
how tliesc people treat their friends. I mean, just look at 
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this place. It’s fantastic. If you don’t want to cat, Fuller, 
don’t! Me, I like this stuff, so screw you!” 

Donald leaped to his feet with the intention of lunging 
aaoss the table at Richard. Perry intervened before 
punches could be thrown. 

“All right, you two,” Perrt' yelled. “Stop baiting each 
other! Let’s not fight amongst ourselves. Besides, you’re 
both right. We don’t know squat about the what, where, 
and why we’re here, yet we’re being treated well. Maybe 
even too well.” 

Peny let go of Donald’s arm when he felt the man 
relax and ^anced over at the immobile worker clones, 
wondering if this mild outburst bothered them. But it 
. didn’t. Their feces were as immobile and blank as they had 
been throughout the meal. 

Donald followed Perry’s line of sight while straight- 
ening his tunic. “You see what I mean,” he growled. 
“They es'cn have jailors keeping tabs on us while we cat.” 

“I don’t think that’s the ease,” Suzanne said. Then in a 
louder voice, she added, “Workers, go, please!” 

Without any acknowledgment of Suzanne’s command 
the wo worker clones disappeared through one- of the 
three doors leading from the dining lodge. 

“So much for the watchful eyes of the attendants,” 
Suzanne said. , 

“Ah, that doesn’t mean a thing,” Donald said. His 
eyes roamed the chamber. “There’s probably hidden 
mikes and camcorders all over this room.” 

“Hc)’,” Michael said. “Looking at this dish and fork. 
I’ve been wondering. Is this stuff real gold or what?” 

Suzanne picked up her own fork to gauge its weight. • 
“I was thinking about that earlier,” she said. “Surpris- 
ingly enough, I believe it is.” 
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“No shit!” Michael said. He picked up the plate and 
icftcd the two items, “We got a small fortune here,” 
“We’re being treated okay for the moment,” Donald ' 
aid, returning to the main topic. 

“You think it is going to change?” Perry asked. 

“It could change in a second,” Donald said with a snap 
if his fingen. “As soon as they’ve gotten whatever it is 
they want, who knows what will happen. We’re com- 
pletely vulnerable.” 

“It could change, but I don’t think it will,” Suzanne 
said. 

“How can you be so sure?” Donald demanded, 

“I can’t be stuc,” Suzarme admitted.. “But it stands to 
reason. Look around. These people, whoever they arc, are 
so advanc^. They don’t need anything from us, In fact I 
think we stand to learn extraordinary things from them.” 

“I know we’ve been avoiding this issue,” Perry, said. 
“But when you say they arc so advanced, arc you sug: 
gcsiing that these people arc aliens?” 

Perry’s question brought on another period of silence. 
No one knew quite what to think, much less say. 

“You mean like people from another plan.cL>’’ Michael 
said finally. 

“I don’t kivow wdiat I’m suggesting,” Suzanne said. 
“But we all experienced the astounding ride in the saucer. 

It must represent some land Of maglcv technology that 
none of us has ever hesurd of. And we’re supposed to be 
under the CKcan, which I still have trouble accepting. But 
I have to tell all of you. The Mohorovicid discontinuity 
definitely exists, and no one ever has been able to explain 

Richard waved a dismissive hand. “These people arc no 
aliens. Christ, did you see those giiis! Hell, I’ve seen a lot 
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of monies about aliens, and they sure didn’t look like 
these people.” 

“TTicy could be altering their appearance to our 
liking,” Suzanne said. 

“Yeah ” Michael said. “That’s what I thought at first. 
WcTc .dreaming they look so good.” 

“That’s why I don’t give a god danm,” Richard said. 
“It’s what’s in my mind that counts. If I think they’re 
gorgeous, they’re gorgeous.” 

“The rcai issue is tltcir motives,” Donald said. “It was 
no accident that brought us here. It’s even more apparent 
that we were literally sucked down that shaft. They want 
something from us or we’d already be dead.” 

“I think you arc right that we were specifically brought 
here,” Suzanne said. “Sufa admitted several things to me. 
First, she confirmed that what we’d gone through was a 
decontamination ” 

“But why were we decontaminated!” Perry asked. 

“She didn’t s.iy,” Suzanne said. “But she admitted that 
they have h.id visitors like us in the past.” 

“Now that is interesting,” Donald said. “Did she say 
what happened to tlicm?” 

“No, she didn't," Suzanne said. 

“Well, you gu)'s can worry yourselves sick,” Richard 
commented. Then he put his head back and yelled. 
"Worker clones, come!” 

Instantly two humanoids appeared, one male and one 
female. Richard took one look at the female and glanced 
at Michael conspiratorially. “Pay dirt!” he whispered with 
unbridled excitement. 

“Richard,” Suzanne called. “I want you to promise 
that you will not do anything that will embarrass us or put 
us in jeopardy as a group.” 
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“V/hat arc you, my mother?” he asked. Then h( 
glanced up at the female worker clone and said: “Hov 
about some more of that dessert, honey.” 

“Me too,” Michael said. He clanked his golden fori 
on his golden dish. 

Donald started to rise bur Perry restrained him again 
“No fighting,” Perry said. “It’s no use.” 

Pvichard smiled provocatively at Donald, relishing the 
man’s frustration and anger. 

A soft chime interrupted the muted background music 
and echoed about the room. A moment later Arak ener- 
getically swept into views He was attired in the standarc 
fashion with a small addition. Around his neck was a plait; 
blue velvet ribbon that perfectly matched the particulai 
blue iiuc of his cy’cs. It was tied in a simple bow. 

“Hello, my friends,” he called exuberantly, “I trusi 
that your meal was to your liking.”’ 

“It was great,” Richard answered. “But what is it 
made out of? i mean, it doesn’t look amthing like what 
It tastes like.” 

“It’s mostly planktonic proteins and vegetable 
carl-iohydratcs,” Arak said. He rubbed his hands enthu- 
siastically. “Now then! What about the celebration I 
mentioned to you earlier? You have no idea how many 
people here in Saranta arc extremely pleased about your 
arrival to our city'. We’ve had to turn people away. You see. 
v-c’rc not a city that gets many visitors from your world: 
certainly not like Atlantis to the cast or Barsama to the 
West. Piscryonc is anxious to meet you. So that brings uj 
to the pivotal question: arc you willing to come over tc 
the pavilion or arc you top tired from the dccon?” 

WTicrc s the pavilion?” Michael asked. 

Right there,” Arak said, pointing out the open end ol 
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the dining hall. “The celebration is to be Held in the 
pavilion here on the visitors* palace grounds. It’s very 
convciuent. In feet it’s only alitdc more than a hundred 
yards, so we can walk. What do you all say?” 

“Count me in,” Richard said. “I never pass up a 
party.” 

“Likewise,” Michael said. 

“Splendid!” Arak said, “What about the rest of you?” 

There was an awkward sUcncc. Perry eventually cleared 
his throat. “Arak?^o be truthful, we’re a little nervous.” 

“I’d use a stronger word,” Donald said. “Frankly,- 
before we do anything, we’d like to have some idea who 
you people arc and why we arc here. We Vmow our pres- 
ence is not an accident. To put it bluntly, we know we 
were abducted.” 

“I empathize with your concerns and your curiosity,” 
Arak said. He spread his hands palms up in a conciliatory 
gesture. “But, please, for tonight allow my experience to 
prevail. I’ve dealt with visitors to our world before, not 
terribly many, it is true, and not in as large a group, but 
still enough to know what is best. Tomorrow I will answer 
all your questions.” 

“Why wait?” Donald demanded. “Why not tell us 
now?” 

“You don’t realize how stressful the dccon procedure 
w'as,” Arak said. 

“Can you at least tcU us how long the procedure 
lasted?” Suzanne asked, 

“A little more than one of your mondis,” Arak said. 

“We were asleep for oyer a month?” Michael ques- 
tioned in disbelief. ^ 

“Essentially, yes,” Arak said. “And it’s strcssfiil on the 
brain as wU as the body. Tomorrow you wall have to deal 
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with more startling information. We’ve icamed that it is 
easier to absorb when our visitors arc rested. Even one 
night makes a big difference. So please, tonight relax, 
cidter here together or alone in your lodges or, best of all, 
with us at our celebration of your arrival.” 

Perry searched Arak’s face. The man’s tluc eyes held 
his gaze and exuded a sincerity he could not deny. 
“Olay,” he said. “At this point I don’t think I can sleep 
anysvay. So, I’ll come, but tomorrow I’m going to hold 
you to your word.” 

“Fair enough,” Arak said. He looked at Suzanne. 
“And Dr. Newell, what is your pleasure?” 

“I’ll come,” Suzanne said. 

“Marvelous,” Arak said. “And yoij,- Mr. Fuller? What 
is your decision?” 

“No,” Donald said. “Under the circumstances I 
would find celebrating rather difficult.” 

“Very well,” Arak said, rubbing his hands again in 
obvious delight. “This is wonderful indeed. I’m glad 
most of you ^c willing to come. There would have been a 
lot of disappointed people if 1 had returned alone. Mr. 
Fuller, I understand your feelings and respect them. 
Plt^c enjoy your rest. The worker clones will do your 
bidding.” 

Donald nodded morosely. 

. “Now, let’s get on our way,” Arak said to the others. 
He motioned toward the open end of the dining hall. 

“Will there be cats at this party?” Richard asked. 

“Absolutely,” Arak said. “The finest Saranta can 
muster.” 

“Then I’ll skip seconds on my dessert,” Richard said. 
He tossed his spoon onto the table, stood up, stretched 
and belched loudly, * 
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Suzanne glared at him. “Richard, have some respect 
for tlic rest of us even if you don’t have it for yourself." 

“But I do,” Richard said w-itlt a sly smile. “I restrained 
myself from forting in this mixed company.” 

Arak laughed. “Richard, you are going to be a big hiti 
You’re dclightftilly primitive.” 

“Arc you yanking my chain?” Richard asked. 

“Not at all,” Arak said. “You’ll be in great demand, 1 
issure you. Come on! Let’s show you offi” With a wave, 
\rak started toward the open end of the room. 

“All ri^t!” Richard said, giving ^^ichacl an enthusi- 
astic tiaumbs-up sign. Michael returned it with equal 
exuberance. 

“Let’s part)'!” Michael cried. The two divers eagerly 
followed Arak. 

Suzanne looked at I'crry, who shrugged and said, 
“Tliis is crazy, going to a celebration under thesef circum- 
stances, but we might as well take it all in stride.” 

Then she glanced at Donald. “Arc you sure you don’t 
want to come?” 

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Donald said gloomily. “But if you 
twow’ant to fraternize, be my guests.” 

“I’m going because I might learn some mere,” 
Suzanne said. “Not to fraternize, as you put it.” 

“Come on!” Perry called from tire far end of tire room. 

“We’ll see you later,” Suzanne said. She hurried after 
Perry and the others, who were already on their way 
across the lawn. 

Donald mulled over what Arak had said. All he knew 
for sure svas that he didn’t trust him. From Dona.ld’s 
point of Mew the man was too ingratiating. All this fan- 
tastic hospitality had to be some kind of trap. Yet Donald 
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had no idea for v*at purpose other than to get them off 

their guard, , r t. „ 

Donald ramtd and looked out the end of the room. 

The group v-as half^.’av to the columned pavilion and 
silhouetted its illuurinatcd exterior. Redirecting his eyes, 
Donald stared at me m-'o v/orkcr clones, v,dio vrerc 

idc against the v.talj. They 


to the 


Donald 

standing mo- 

appeared so hum-r: h ..-as hard for Donald to bdir-'c 
v.’crc part m-aedne at- /.rax had said. Jdayne it vrss just 
another lie, Dcci£a thou^.t. 

“Worker, I v.'ar.t some ntorc dnri,” Derts:! isto. 

Thc female worker done imntediatdy pitied vp tne 
pitcher on the sideboard and stepped over to dte table. 
Her shoulder-length hair v/as sorrel colored. She hsdpale, 
translucent skin. Leaning over she began to fH Dor.a!d''s 
aip. 

‘ Donald suddenly grabbed her wrht v.-fthout warning. 
Her skin felt cold beneath b:s hngeri. She df-d not jump or 
even appreciably respond. Instead the hept on pouring. 

Donald tightened his grb to get a reacrioo, but it was 
to no avail. The woman 5rdiib^ Sdng rite gjass then 
righted the ^cher dergete Donald’s graip. Donald was 
taV.cn aback, i rcTs.imnu vsi ehodrhi^*v strong. 

Tilohg hr. rietid isadr. Dondd lookxd up into the 
woman’s frcv.m &ee. lihe did not trs' to detach herseff 
from hss grace bm .rtrlner 
Donald let g.o of metf^.e.unnT str.ri. 

“RRat is yorr’ r.srrcr’ he adved. 

She did r.r,t reper.^ „ in any other fcKct^ 

Other thin thythnj-.es; bresthing there rvas no otie- 
mcr.-cmcnt. She didn’t even blink. 

“Worker done, speak!” Donald ordered. 
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Siicncc persisted. Donald looked over at the mal 
worker do'nc, but there was no response froth him either. 

“How come you people work and the others don’t?' 
Donald said. 

There %vas no response from either done. 

“Ail ri^t,” Donald said. “Workers, leave!” 

Instantly the two workers went to the door from whid 
they’d come and disappeared. Donald got up and opcncc 
the door. Beyond it, a stairw^ descended into darkness. 

Closing the door, Donald walked over to the open end 
of the room. He looked out at the scene. The light, which 
had been so bright earlier, had faded, as if the nonexistent 
sun had nearly set. Donald could just make out Arak and 
the others approaching the pavilion. He shook his head. 
He wondered again if he was dreaming. Everything 
seemed so bizarre yet disturbingly real. He felt his arms 
and his free. He felt normal to his touch. 

Donald took a deep breath. Intuitively he knew that he 
was facing the most demanding mission of his career. He 
hoped that his training wouldn’t fail him, particularly his 
training about being a prisoner of war. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 


In their own scatological vernacular Wchard and Michael 
were “scared shitless,” but their unspoken credo was to 
deny it. Just like their reaction to the perils of saturjation 
diving they responded with a distorted macho bravado 
designed to conceal their true feelings. 

“Do you think those girls we saw earlier will be here at 
tile party?” Richard asked Michael. They had lagged a few 
steps behind the others cn route to the celebration in the 
pavilion. 

“We can always hope,” Michael responded. 

They walked in silence for a few steps. They could hear 
Arak talking with Suzanne and Perry, but they didn’t care 
to listen. 

“Do you really think we were asleep for over a 
month?” Michael asked. — ■ ’ 

Richard stopped short. “You’re not going soft on me, 
arc you?” 

“No!” Michael insisted. “I was just asking.” Sleep had 
never been the solace for Michael that it was for others. As 
a child he used to be plagued with nightmares. After he’d 
pne to sleep, his father would come home drunk and 
heat up his mother. When he woke up, he tried to inter- 
vene, but the result was always the same; he, too, was 
beaten. Unfortunately, the process of sleep got inextric- 
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ably associated svith tlicsc episodes, so for Michael the 
idea of being asleep for a month was a source of enormous 
anxictj’. 

“Hello!” Richard said while gin'ng Michael a series of 
slaps on the face. “Anybody home?” 

Michael deflected Richard’s irritating jabs. “Cut it 
out!” 

“Remember, we’re not worrying about all tin's 
horseshit,” Richard said. “There’s something screny 
going on here sure as shooting, but who cares. We’re 
going to enjoy ourselves, not like that jerk. Fuller. God! 
Just listening to him talk makes me glad we were tossed 
out of the freakin’ navy. Otherwise we’d be taking ordcR 
from guys like him.” 

"Of course we’re going to enjoy ourselves,” Michael 
insisted. “But I was just thinking, like, you know, it’s a 
long time to be zonked.” 

“Well, don’t think!” Richard said. “You’!! get yourself 
all screwed up.” 

“An right!” Michael said. 

Suzanne called out for them to catch up; she and the 
others were waiting. 

“And to top it all off, we got to deal svitlt old mother 
hen,” Richard added. 

The nvo divers caught up to the rest of the group, 
who’d stopped at the base of the steps leading up to the 
pavilion entrance. 

“Is everything okay?” Suzanne asked them. 

“Peachy,” Richard said, forcing a smile. 

“Arak just told us something you two might find 
interesting,” Suzanne said. “I assume you’ve noticed how 
it is getting dark as if the sun had set.” 

“We noticed,” Richard said testily. 
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“They have niglit and day down here,” Suzanne said. 
“And we learned tlic light comes from biolumincscencc.” 

The two divers tilted tneir heads back to look straight 
up. 

“I see stars,” Michael said. 

“Those are relatively .small pinpoints of blue-white bio- 
luminescence,” Arak said. “It was our intent to recreate 
the world as v/e knew it, which certainly included tlic 
circadian cycle. The difference from your world is that our 
days and nigltts arc longer, and they arc the same length 
year-round. Of course our years are longer as well.” 

“So you lived in the external world before you moved 
down here,” Suzanne said. 

“Absolutely,” Arak answered. 

“When did you make the move?” Suzanne asked. 

Arak held up liis hands defensively. He laughed. “We 
arc getting ahead of ourselves. I’m not supposed to 
be encouraging you to ask questions tliis evening. 
Remember, that’s to be tomorrow.” 

“lust one more,” Perry pleaded. “It’s an easy one. I’m 
sure. Where do you get all your energy down here?” 

Arak sighed with exasperation. 

“It’s the last question, I promise,” Perry said. “At least 
for tonight.” 

“And you arc a man of your word?” Arak questioned. 
“For sure,” Perry sadd. 

“Our energy comes from two main sources,” Arak 
said. “First is geothermal by tapping the earth’s core. But 
that creates tlic problem of getting rid of excess heat, 
which we do in two ways. One by allowing magma to well 
up along what you people call the mid-oceanic ridge, and 
nvo by cooling with circulated scaw-atcr. The scaw'atcr 
heat exchange requires a large -volume, which docs 
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ro\idc us an opportunity to filter .out plankton. 
ownsidc is that the process creates oceanic currents, 
ou people have learned to live with them, particularly 
ncyou call the GulfStrcam. 

“The second source of cncrg>' is from fusion. We s 
•atcr into oxv'gcn, which we breathe, and hydrog 
•hich we fuse. But this is the kind of discussion we’ll 
aving tomorrow’. Tonight I want you to experience s 
njoy, mostly enjoy.” 

“And we aim to do just that,” Richard said. “But ' 
tc, is this going to be a wet or dry' party?” 

“I’m afraid tliat is a term I’m not familiar with,”'Ai 
lid. 

“It refers generally to alcohol,” Richard said. “Do y 
coplc have any on hand?” 

“But of course,” Arak said. “Wine, beer, and a partic 
irly pure spirit we call crystal. The wine and the beer : 
imilar to what you arc used to. But the crystal is diffcrci 
and I advise you to go easy until you arc acaistomcd 
it.” 

“No need to worry, bro,” Richartl said. “Miciiael ai 
I arc professionals.” 

“Let’s party*” Michael said cntliusiasrically. 

Perry’ and Suzanne had to be nudecd forward. Bo 
had been bowled over fay Arak’s cxpla; .irions, particular 
Suzanne. Ail at once she had answers o two of the my 
tcries of oceanography, namely, why igma wells up 
the mid-oceanic ridges and w'h/ there arc oceanic cu 
rents, particularly the Gulf Strerm. The anssvers to bol 
questions had completely eluded scientists. 

. Tlic group climbed the stairs with Arak in the leaf 
As they passed between two of the massive columr 
supporting the domed roof, Suzanne caught sight t 


abduction 


159 


Richard’s ovcrcagcr expression. Worried his conduct 
might be under the influence, she leaned toward him and 
whispered, “Remember to behave yourself.” 

Richard glanced at her. His expression was one of 
scornful disbelief. 

“I’m serious, Richard,” Suzanne added. “We have no 
idea what we are up against, and we don’t want to put 
ourselves in any more jeopardy than we already arc. If you 
have to drink, do it sparingly.” 

“Drop dead!” Richard said. He quickened his pace 
and cau^t up to Arak just as Wo oversized bronze doors 
svnng open. 

llic first thing that greeted the visitors -was the 
murmur of tliousands of excited voices as they re'/erber- 
ated around the pavilion’s vast, white marbled interior. 
Tlie level they’d entered formed a ballustraded balcony 
that ran around the circular hall. Together the group 
moved to die top of a grand staircase and looked down. 

“Talk about a party!” Richard cried. “My God! There 
must be a diousand people here.” 

■ “We could have had ten thousand if we’d had the 
room,” Arak told them. 

In the center of the huge domed ballroom was a round 
pool illuminated in such a way as to make it appear like an 
enormous aquamarine cabochon jewel. Surrouriding the 
pool was a foot-high, ten-foot-wide lip. Numerous stair- 
wap connected the balcony to the level below. 

Tlie floor of the pavilion was packed with people. 
Everyone was dressed in the same simple white satin out- 
fits except for an occasional worker done in their usual 
black. The worker clones were carrying large trays loaded 
with golden goblets and food. Each guest sported a velvet 
ribbon tied around his or her neck just like the one Arak 
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had on. Only the color varied, not the size, the shape, or 
the way it was tied. And as before, everyone was strikingly 
beautiful or handsome. 

Word that the risitors had arrived spread like wildfire 
Jirough the crow'd. Conversations stopped and feces 
dltcd up. It was a dramatic sight to look down on so many 
silently expectant people. 

Arak raised his hands over his head with his palms 
toward the audience. “Greetings to everyone! I am 
pleased to announce tliat all our visitors, save one, have 
graciously deigned to come to our celebration of their 
arrival to Saranta.” 

A general cheer erupted from the audience as evcry'onc 
lifted their arms, mirroring Arak’s gesture, 

“Come!" .\r.ik said. He motioned for the group to 
follow him as he started down the broad flight of stairs. 

Richard and Michael scampered forward eagerly, fol- 
lowed by a more hesitant Suzanne and Perr)'. 

“This is UK) much!” Richard whispered in excitement. 
“Ix)ok at the women! It looks like a Victoria’s Secret 
slumber parts .” 

“Every one of them could be a centerfold,” Michael 
responded. 

“It’s hard to keep this all in perspective,” Suzanne 
whispered to Perry. “I feel like w-c’re in a Cecil B.- Dc 
Mille moric spectacular.” 

“I know w'hat you mean,” Perry answered. “It also 
gives me an idea what it’s like to be a r,ock star. These 
people arc really happy to see us. And look how young 
cvciy’body is. Most of these people appear as if they’re in 
their early twenties.” 

“True, but there’s a significant number of children,” 
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. Suzanne said. “I can see a few that can’t be any more titan 
three or four.” 

“Not very many senior citizens,” Perry commented. 

At the base of the stairs tlic people shrank back as the 
group descended, but as soon as they reached tlie floor, 
the crowd surged fonvard with their hands held up, palms 
forw'ard. 

Suzanne and Perry instinctively retreated a few steps 
back despite the obvious warmth of the crowd. In con- 
trast Picard and Michael allowed themselves to be 
engulfed. The two divers soon realized that the crowd 
wanted physical contact with their hands, and the divers 
happily reached out to touch the palms that sought theirs. 
It was a greeting similar to the one Arak had employed 
when he’d first welcomed Suzanne earlier. 

“I love you all,” Richard cried out, to the pleasure of 
die Intertcrrans in Ws immediate vicinity, but he selec- 
tively chose the palms of young, beautiful women as he 
worked his way through the crowd. In his enthusiasm 
he c\'cn grabbed a few and kissed them — ^which brought 
the fesuvity to a sudden, screeching halt. 

Richard cytd the women he’d kissed and wondered for 
a fleeting moment if he should retreat up the stairs. The 
stxmncd women proceeded to touch their lips, then 
examine their fingers as if they expected to see blood. 
Clearly kissing was not part of the Interterrans’ normal 
salutational repertoire. Richard glanced guiltily at 
^chacl, who was equally tense at the precipitous change 
in the mood of the crowd. “I couldn’t help myself,” 
Wchard explained. 

^ Three women he’d kissed looked at each other and 
burst out laughing. Then all three launched themselves 
, nmultancously at Richard to return die gesture. The 
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crowd cheered with delight and pressed in around the 
nvo divers even more. After several fiimblcd attempts at 
ki.ssing, the three women graciously moved away to make 
room for others. 

A sly smile spread across Richard’s face. “Looks like 
we’re going to be teaching these chicks a thing or two,” 
he said beaming. He felt encouraged enough to be even 
more demonstrative. Michael, seeing Richard’s successes, 
quickly followed suit. But soon their acmitics were inter- 
rupted by a worker clone who had responded to a 
suggestion of Arak’s to give their guests something to 
drink. The clones arrived and pressed golden goblets into 
their hands. 

Even Su7.annc and Perry’s reserve began to crt>dc in 
the face of the infectious conviviality. Tltcy were sur- 
rounded by friendly, beautiful people eager to press palms 
with them. Some of the welcomes were the very young 
children Su/anne had seen when tltcy’d first arrived. 
.Suzanne asked one of them her age after being impressed 
by her flawless English and apparent intelligence. 

“How old arc you?” the child asked uithour anstvering 
Suzanne’s question. 

Suzanne was about to respond when a man who could 
have played a Greek god in the Cecil B. Dc Milic motic 
asked her if she lived with a mate. Before Suzanne could 
answer this curious question an older man, no less attrac- 
tive, a.skcd her ifshc knew her parents. 

“Just a moment here,” Arak said, coming between 
Suzanne and her admirers. “As you all know, wr haVe 
specifically told our guests that their questions must 
wait until tomorrotv. It is only fair tliat ours w^it as well. 
Tonight is to celebrate this w'ondcrful event for Saranta 
and to enjoy.” 
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“Hey, Arak!” Richard yelled from the center ot^ a 
group of fans. He was holding up his golden goblet. Is 
this the crystal liquor you were talking about?” 

“It is indeed,” Arak called out. 

“It’s fantastic!” Richard yelled back. “1 really dig it.” 
“I’m glad,” Arak said. 

“dne other thing,” Richard yelled. “Don’t you ^ys 
have any music? I mean, what’s a party without music? 
“Right on,” Michael yelled. 

“Workers, music!” Arak shouted over the din. Within 
• moments background music miraculously could be heard 
over the babble. It was as soothing as the music in the 
dccon living quarters. 

Michael let out a contemptuous laugh. 

“I’m not talking about elevator music,” Richard 
shouted back at Arak. “I mean something with some base 
and a beat. Something we can dance to.” 

Arak barked another order to the worker clones ?nd 
soon the music changed. ' 

Richard and Michael exchanged bewildered glances. 
The music had more base and a beat, but witlr its strange 
s)’ncopation it was not like any music they had ever heard. 

“Wiat the hell is this?” Michael asked. He cocked his 
head to the side to listen better. 

“Beats me,” Richard said. He dosed his eyes and 
moved his head in an undulating fashion. At the same 
time he took a few unsteady steps and swiveled his hips. 
His movements brought some giggles from the girls he’d 
amassed around him. 

^ou like that, huh?” Richard questioned. 

Tltc women nodded. 

Richard brought his tankard to his Ups and tossed off 
the entire drink, to the surprise of the people around him. 
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fitting the vessel on tltc floor he grabbed the hand of the 
icarcst wonian and charged toward the raised platform 
urrounding the pool in the center of the arena. With lots 
>f laughicr the crowd gave way and shouted cncourage- 
nent to the couple. Reaching his goal, Richard leaped up 
ind dragged tire woman rvith him. He turned to ftcc 
rcr and was momentarily taken aback by her beauty, 
'laving seen so many bcautifiil people he’d already had 
aegun to take it for granted, but he was particularly struck 
ay this one’s looks. 

“You’re gorgeous!’’ he whispered, his words slighdy 
durred. 

“Thank you,’’ she said. “You’re attractive as w’cll.” 

“You think so?” Richard asked. 

“You’re very entertaining,” the woman said. 

“I’m glad,” Richard said. He then had to take a lateral 
step to regain his balance. For a second the image of the 
woman went out of focus. He was feeling light-headed. 

“Arc you all right?” the woman asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,’’ Richard assured her. He could feel 
the ends of his fingers tingling. “That crystal stuff packs a 
wallop.” 

“It’s my favorite,” the woman said. 

“Then it’s mine, too,” Richard said. “Hey, do you 
want to learn to dance?” 

“What docs that mean exactly?” the woman asked. 

“Like I was doing before,” Richard said. “Only we do 
it together.” 

Richard closed his eyes and repeated his earlier 
5>’rations. It only lasted for a second since he had to open 
iis eyes to catch his balance a second time. The crowd 
■esponded with cheers and applause. They shouted for 
norc. 
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Richnrd faced out into the audience and did an exag- 
gerated bow. There were more cheers. Turning back to 
tlic woman, Richard began to strut, twist, and shake as 
best as he could to the music. The woman watched him 
with great interest and amusement but had trouble imit- 
ating him. The only tiling she was able to do witli any 
degree of accomplishment w'as raise her hands in the air 
and move tlicm as Richard w'as doing. 

“Let me show you,” Richard said. He reached out and 
grasped the woman about the hips and tried to get her to 
shake rhythmically. She couldn’t get the idea but found 
her awksvard attempts hilarious. So did tlic crowd. 

Suzanne and Perr)' watched with understandable mis- 
gisings. Suzanne told Perry she was worried that Richard 
was drunk, and Perry' agreed. But they couldn’t help but 
notice how' much the crow'd was enjoying his anrics. 

“Your friend is very amusing,” a voice said behind 
Perry. He turned to face a darling young w'oman whom 
he guessed to be around eighteen. She had lively light 
blue eyes that reminded him of Suzanne’s and an infec- 
tious smile. She reached out with her palm. Perry pressed 
his against hers self-consciously; he could feel his face 
flush. The woman w’as disarmingly attractive and several 
inches taller than him. 

“Niy name is Luna,” the woman said in a voice that 
made Pcrry'’s knees feel weak. 

“I’m Perry.” 

“1 know,” Luna said. “You are very appealing. I see 
you h.ave whiter teeth than Richard.” 

Perry blushed even more. He nodded. “Thank you,” 
he managed to say. 

Luna’s eyes drifted out toward the center of the arena. 
“Can you dance like Richard?” 
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Perry’, glanced back at the diver. He was now doing liis 
own interpretation of break dancing and at that moment 
was on his back spinning around witli his legs thrust up in 
the air, 

“I can, I suppose,” Perry said noncommittaliy. 
“Maybe not quite as well as Richard. He’s a bit more 
ertroverted than I. But to tell you the truth, I haven’t 
tried dandng for a few years.” 

“I tliink Richard is as good as an entertainment 
done,” Luna said. She seemed to be mesmerized b 
Richard, who was now moon walking to the enjoyment c 
the crowd. 

“That’s a compliment I bet Richard has never gottc: 
before,” Perry said. 

Forever the follower, Michael took the hand of one c 
the women surrounding him and joined Richard on tit 
pool’s raised border. No sooner had he started to done 
titan a dozen other women stepped up on the platform t 
join in. 

There was now a bevy of bcautifid women surroundin 
Richard and Michael. They tried to move their arms an 
stvivcl titcir hips in imitation of the two tipsy divers wit 
modest results, even the divers were having trouble coot 
dinating their movements to the peculiar beat of th 
music. 

Several of tltc more adventuresome young Interterra: 
men climbed onto the platform to attempt the strung 
dance. Richard was not amused. Without interrupting hi 
gyrations, he worked his w’ay over to each of the met 
With sudden, exaggerated movements of his hips, h 
knocked each man in turn off the platform. The crow 
■and even the men themselves loved it, thinldng it was a 
part of the exercise. 
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After a half hour of uninterrupted dancing, the limits 
of endurance were reached. Forever’ the leader, Richard 
swept his arhts r)ui and grabbed as many women as he 
could before collapsing in giggles to the floor. Michael 
aped Richard’s maneuver, adding to the pile to create a 
tangle of legs, arms, and lightly clad, perspiring torsos. 
The recumbent divers didn’t mind keeping up witlt the 
palm pressing, and the women were happy to return 
the favor ssith kisses. At Arak’s suggestion, worker clones 
rushed up with more drinks. 

“1*his place is a dream come true,” Michael cried after 
taking a swig from his freshly filled goblet. 

“Poor Mazzola,” Richard said. “Good old bell diver 
misses all the fun.” 

“WTiat do you think this crystal liquor is made from?” 
Michael asked. He peered into his glass. Tltc fluid was 
completely transparent. 

“Who cares?” Richard squealed as he reached out and 
gave an exuberant one-armed hug to one of the w'omcn 
pressed up against his chest, spilling his drink in the 
process on his chest to the merriment of all who noticed. ' 

“Michael, I have something for you,” a blue-eyed, 
dark brunette said. 

“Wliat, gorgeous?” Michael asked. He was on his 
back, looking upside down at tlie woman who was 
standing next to the raised platform. She smiled and held 
up a small jar. 

“I want you to tr>’ some caldorphin,” she said as she 
unscrewed the jar’s top. She extended the jar toward 
Michael, w'ho used his free hand to scoop out a glob of 
the creamy contents. “That’s a bit more than you need,” 
she said, “but it's okay.” 
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“Sorry,” Michael said. “What do I do with it?” He 
brought it to his nose and sriified. It w'as odorless. 

“Rub it on your hand ” she said. “I’ll do the same and 
. then w'c touch palms.” 

“Hey, Richie,” Michael said as he rolled over and sat 
up. “Here’s sonjething new.” Richard didn’t respond. He 
was busy getting another refill of crystal. 

Michael rubbed the cream on his palm and then 
looked up at the attractive woman who’d given it to him. 
She had a dreamy look about her, her eyes were half 
closed. Slowly site raised her hand, and Michael pressed 
his palm against hers 

The reaction for Michael svas swift and overpowering. 
His eyes shot open, then closed in utter pleasure. For a 
fesv minutes of raprurotis ecstasy he couldn’t move. When 
he was finally able to, he snatched the jar away from the 
woman. He reached over and yanked on Richard’s arm. 

“Richie!” Michael yelled. “You got to try this stuff.” 

, Richard tried to detach himself from Michael’s grasp, 

. I Michael hung on. “Hey, can’t you see I’m occupiedv” 
Richard said. He was trying to kiss two women at the 
same time. 

“Richie, you got to try this stuff,” Michael repeated. 
He held out the jar. 

“What the hell is it?” Richard said. He pushed himself 
up on one elbow. 

“It’s hand cream,” Michael said. 

“You’re interrupting me to try some hand cream?” 
Richard couldn’t believe it. “What’s the matter with 
you?” 

“Try it,” Michael said. “It’s like no hand cream you’ve 
ever tried. It’s better than coke. I tell you it’s dynamite!” 

Sighing, Richard reached out and took a small amount 



sbdueifon ■ 


16? 


of the cream and rubbed it on his hands. He looked up ai 
Michael. “So, now what’s supposed to happen?” 

“Press your palm against one of the girls’,” Michac 
said. 

Richard beckoned one of tltc nvo he’d just beer 
kissing, but she motioned for him to wait. She took a bii 
of the cream for herself, rubbed it into her palm, and ther 
pressed hers against Richard’s. The result was the same a; 
it had been for Michael. It took Richard a full minute tc 
pull out of the blissful delirium that enveloped him. 

“Oh, my God," Richard cried. “That was like ar 
orgasm. Gimme .some more!” 

Michael snatched tlic jar away from his groping hand. 

“Find your own,” he said. 

Richard made another lunge for the jar, but Michac 
batted his hand away. 

Perry was in the middle of explaining to Luna what ii 
meant to be the president of Bcrithic Marine when he fell 
someone tap him on the shoulder. It was Suzanne. She 
looked concerned. 

“Richard and Michael arc starting to quarrel,’' 
Suzanne said. “I'm worried. Arak is seeing to it that thcii 
glasses arc ncs’cr empty, and they’re already very drunk.” 

“Uh-oh!” Perry said. “That could spell trouble.” He 
glanced in the divers’ direction and saw them pushing and 
shoting each other. 

“I think we’d better walk out there and try to control 
them,” Suzanne said. 

“I guess you’re right,” Pcrr>' s.iid. He hated to leave 
lama. 

“Ixt tlicm have their fun,” a voice said behind 
Suzanne. “Evcr>onc is enjosing them. They’re quite 
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lively.” She turned to find the same man who’d asked her 
if she lived avith a mate. 

“We’re afraid tlicir behavior could become disrup- 
tive,” Suzanne said. “We don’t want to take advantage of 
your hospitality’.” 

“Let Arak worry' about their behatior,” the man said. 
“As you can see, he is encouraging tlicir drinking.” 

“I noticed tiiat,” Suzanne said. “It’s not a good idea.” 

“Leave it up to Arak,” the man said. “It’s his job to 
take care of them, not yours. Besides, I’d like to talk with 
you in private for a moment.” 

“You would?” Suzanne re- ponded. She was non- 
plussed by the request. She glanced back at the divers and 
was relieved to see they'd stopped their squabbling and 
had settled back dow'n into tlicir bevy of reclining women. 
Suzanne looked at Perry, wondering if he’d heard the 
man's request he had. Perry' smiled mischievously and 
gave Suzanne an encouraging nudge. 

“Wiy not’” Perry whispered leaning toward her. 
“We’re suppoicd to be enjoying ourselves, and the diver 
emergency has passed for the Ume being.” 

“It will be just for a moment,” the man s.aid. 

“Wliat do you mean, ‘in private’?” Suzanne asked. She 
took in tlic stranger’s chiseled features and liquid eyes and 
felt her heart skip a beat She’d never seen a man quite so 
cl.assically h.and.somc, much less spoken with one. 

“Well, not really in private,” the man said tvith a dis- 
arming smile. “I thou^jt we could just withdraw a few 
steps or perhaps climb the stairs to the balcony. I only 
wish to be able to speak to you alone for a moment.” 

“Well, I suppose,” Suzanne said. She looked back at 
Perry’. 

“I’ll be right here,” Perry said, “witli Luna.” 
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Suxannc let hcrtclf be led up the stairs. 

“My name is Garona,” the man said as they climbed. 

“Mine is Suzanne Newell,” Suzanne responded. 

“Tliat I know,” Garona said. “D'r. Suzanne Newell, to 
be precise.” 

Tlicy reached the top of the stairs and leaned against 
the balustrade. Below, it was apparent the gala was a great 
success; laughter and lively conversation drifted up from 
tJic throng. Most people were milling around the central 
pool area where the divers and their harem were the focus 
of auention. Tlte crowd was orderly, gracious, and 
respectful. Those closest to the dancing were constandy 
giving ss’ay so that, those on the periphery could move up 
to get a close-up view. 

“Thank you for giving me diis moment.” Garona said. 
“It’s unfair for me to monopolize your time.” 

“It’s quite all right,” Suzanne said. “It’s a relief of 
sons to step back and get this overview.” 

“I had to talk with you to tell you I find you irresist- 
ible,” Garona said. 

Suzanne peered into Garona’s handsome face. She 
expected to see at least a faint vestige of a sly smile. 
Instead he was regarding her with a w-aim, smiling inten- 
sity that suggested utter sincerity. 

“Run that by me again,” Suzanne said. 

“I find you absolutely irresistible,” Garona repeated. 

“You do?” Suzanne asked. She chuckled nerv’ously. 

“Truly,” Garona said. 

Suzanne’s eyes wandered back to the crowd to give 
her a chance to process this unexpected encounter. She 
hesitated before turning back to him. “You’re very 
nattering, Garona,” she said. “At least I think you arc. So 
I'm sorr>' if I seem skeptical, but with all these absolutely 
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gorgeous and flawless females, I find it a bit hard t 
believe you’d be interested in me. I mean, I know m 
limitations. In the irresistible arena. I’m no compedtioi 
for any of these women here.” 

Garona’s smile never filtered. "Perhaps it is hard fo 
you to believe,” he said. “But nonetheless it is true.” 

• “Well, then I am sincerely flattered,” Suzanne said 
“But perhaps you could tell me why you find me so irre 
sistiblc.” 

“It’s hard to put into words,” Garona said. 

“At least give it a try,” Suzanne said. 

“I suppose I’d have to say it involves your freshness o 
your innocence. Or perhaps it’s your alluring primi 
tiveness.” 

“Primidvcncss?” Suzanne echoed. “That’s how Aral 
characterized Richard.” 

“Well, he definitely has it, too,” Garona said. 

“And that’s supposed to be a compliment?” Suzanne 
asked. 

“Here in Interterra it is,” Garona said. 

“What exactly is Interterra?” Suzanne asked. “And 
how long has it been in existence?” 

Garona smiled patronizingly and shook his head. “I’ve 
been warned against answering any questions other than 
purely personal ones about myself.” 

Suzanne rolled her eyes. “Sorry,” she said with a touch 
or sarcasm. “I guess it just slipped out.” 

“It’s quite all right.” 

“So, I have to think up some personal questions?” 

“If you’d like,” Garona said. 

“Well . . .” Suzanne said .is she tried to think of one. 
“Have you always lived down here?” 

Garona roared with laughter, loudly enough to attract 
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tlic attention of two men on the floor below. They looked 
up, waved when they recognized Garona, and began 
making their way. toward tlic stairs. ' 

“I’m sorry I laughed,” he, said, ‘^ut your question 
underlines how wonderfully innocent you arc. It’s so 
refreshing. I’d lovc.to get better acquainted. When you 
have had enough of the festivities and you want to leave, 
let me know. I’d love to take you to your room. We can 
spend some intimate time together pressing palms, just 
you and I. What do you say?” 

Suzanne’s mouth slowly dropped open as the true 
meaning of Garona’ s proposal dawned on her. She again 
laughed mockingly. “Garona, I don’t believe this,” she 
said. “Only a short time ago 1 thought I was going to die. 
Now I’m in a fantasyland with a grcat-looldng guy 
making a pass at me and wanting to come to my room. 
How am I supposed to respond?” 

“Just say yes,” Garona s:ud. 

“I’m afraid I’m a little too stunned to reply so 
smoothly.” 

“I can appredate that,” Garona said. “But I can 
comfort you and make you relax.” 

Suzanne shook her head. “I don’t think you under- 
stand. I’m basing trouble just tliinking straight.” 

“You excite me,” Garona said. “You enthrall me. I 
want to he svith you.” 

“I have. to give you high marks for persistence,” 
Suzanne said. 

“We will talk more later,” Garona said, “here come 
two of my friends.” 

Suzanne turned to see the two men who’d been roused 
by Garona’s outburst of laughter mount the top step of 
the main stairtvay and approach. She couldn’t help but 
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notice that both - ViW as attractive as Garona. They 
walked ann in arm, like two lovers. 

r “Greetings, Tarla and Reesca,” Garona “Have 
you met our honored guest. Dr Suzanne Newell?” • - 

“Not yet,” the- two men, said in unison. “We wire 
hoping to have the honor.” They both bowed elegantly. . 

Suzanne forced a smile. ITus was all so cnchantin^y 
odd. She felt itall had to be a dream. 


Richard knew he was drunk, but he’d certainly been 
drunker in the past. His inebriation didn’t seem to deter 
any of the women who were still flocking around him. He 
was asvarc the faces of die women changed as he danced, 
meaning there was a rotation of sorts, but it didn’t matter 
sincclhcywcrc all so beautiful. . • 

Without meaning to, he bumped up against Michael 
hard enough to knock both of them off balance. They 
collapsed to the floor, too limp to hurt themselves. When 
they realized what had happened, they laughed so hard, 
they brought tears to their eyes. 

“What a party!” Michael cried when he’d recovered 
enough to speak. He wiped his eyes •with the back of his 
hand. • 

‘Nobody’s going to believe us when we get home,” 
Richard ssud. “Espcddly when we tell them that every 
single chick is a^Wilablc. I mean, it’s like a turkey shoot. 
It’s unreal.” 

“The men down here just don’t care,” Michael said. 
“Hey, look at that girl over there.” 

“^Vhidi one?” Richard asked. He rolled over and tried 
to follow Michael’s hnc of si^t through the milling 



crowd. His eyes finally cane to rest on a statuesque 
rcdltcad walking arm in arm with a young boy. • 

“Wow,” he said. 

“I saw her first,” said Michael. 

“Yeah, but Tm going to get her first.” 

“Noway.” 

“Screw you,” Ridtard said as he scrambled to his feet. 

Michael reached out and grabbed one of Richard’s legs 
and tripped him. He fell head first and skidded off the 
edge of the platform, striking his forehead on the floor. 
He wasn’t hurt, but he was angry, cspcdally when 
Midiad tried to run past him towTurd the 

Richard managed to put a foot out in nine to trip 
Midiad. As he tried to get up, Richard threw himself on 
top of him. Then he grabbed the fixint of his tunic and 
punched him in the nose. 

Tlie sudden violence caused the party-goers to shrink 
back in aiium. A collective gasp was uttered as Michael’s 
nose began to bleed. 

Michael bucked Richard off his body and got his legs 
under him. Richard tried to do the same, but Michael 
cauglit him on the adc of the head with a blow that sent 
him spnraiiing back to the floor. 

"Come on, you bastard,” Midiad taunted. “Get up 
and fight.” Blood trickled down the front of his chin and 
dripped onto die floor. He swayed on his feet. 

Ridurd got to lus hands and knees. He looked up at 
Midiad, “You’re a dead man,” he growled. 

“Come on, you twerp!” Michad responded. 

Richard pushed himsdf up to a standing position, but 
he, too, was unsteady on his feet. 

Arak, who’d been at some distance ftom the dh'crs 
when thdr mdcc started, pushed through die stunned 
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and silent crowd. He stepped between die two drunken 
divers. , . , ■ 

“Please,” he said. “Whatever is the problem we can 
resolve it.” , . 

“Outta my way,” Richard spat. He shoved Arak to the 
side and bunched a roundhouse Wow to Michael’s head. 
Michael ducked but lost his balance in the process and fell 
o the floor. Richard lost his balance when the blow failed 
o connect. 

“Wbrkcr clones, restrain the guests!” Arak yelled. 

Richard and Michael both managed to get themselves 
ipright and throw several more ineffectual punches 
jcforc two large male worker clones intervened.. Each 
pubbed a diver in a bear hug. Richard and Michael con- 
inued trying to hit each other undl they were moved a 
3ody length apart. At that moment Perry pushed through 
he crowd. . 

“Have you idiots forgotten where you arc?” Perry 
ihouted. “For chrissakc, no fighting! What’s the matter 
ivith you two?” 

“He started it,” Richard said. 

“He started it,” Michael said. 

“No, he did,” 

“No, it was him.” 

Before Perry could respond to this juvenile tit-fbr-tat, 
he divers suddenly broke out laughing. Every time they 
:ricd to look at each other they laughed harder. Soon 
rvetyone but Perry and the worker clones were laughing 
is well. At Arak’s command the worker clones let go of 
he divers, who immediately exchanged high fives. 

“What was the fighting abouL>” Arak asked Perry. 

“Too much of your crystal,” Perry said. 
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“Perhaps we should switch them to a less potent 
irink,” Aral; said, 

“Either that or cut them off complete! j',” Perry said. 

“But I don’t want to ruin die party,” Arak said. 
‘Everyone is enjoying them immensely.” 

. “It’s your party,” Perry said. 

Ricliard and Michael started back toward the platform. 

“I tell you what,” Bichard whispered to Michael. 
‘We’ll make it fair. I’ll shoot you for the redhead.” 

“Okay,” Michael said. 

“You cal!,” Bichard said. “Odds or c\'cns.” 

“Evens,” Michael said. 

On the count of three, dic>’ both tlircw out a single 
ingcr. Michael smiled with satisfaction. “Justice!” he 
txclaimcd. 

“Crap!” Bichard said. 

“Now where the hell is she?” Michael questioned. Tlie 
tivo divers scaimcd the crowd . 

‘‘There she is,” Wchard said. He pointed. “And she’s 
still with the linic squirt.” 

“I’ll be back in a flash,” Michael said. He made a 
beeline for the woman whom he noticed was w'atching his 
approach with great interest. 

“Hi, baby,” Michael said, avoiding making eye contact 
with die prctccn beside her. “My name is Michael.” 

“My name is Mura. Arc you hurt?” 

"Hell, no,” Michael said. “A little tap on the nose 
doesn’t hurt old Michael. No W'ay.” 

“We arc not accustomed to seeing blood,” Mura said, 
listen! Michael said. “How would you like to come 
over and rub palms with me? We got our own little party 
going on over by the pool.” 
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“I’d love to touch palms with you,” Mura aid. “But 
first, may I introduce Saft.^ 

‘Tcah, hi, Sart,” Michael said ofBiandcdly. “YbuNfe 
got a great looking mother here, but why don’t you go off 
and play \vith some friends.” , 

Both Mura and Sart giggled. Michael wasn’t amused. 

“Pretty Rmny, huh?” he questioned initably. 

“Unexpected is a better word,” Mura managed. 

Michael reached out and took Mura’s ahn. “Come on, 
loncy.” To the youngster he said, “See you later, Sart.” 

With Mura in tow, Michael strutted wth a few 
tnplanncd wobbles back to Bichard and the rest of the 
;roup. Richard had singled out two women who were 
►articularly demonstrative in thtar affcoion for him. He 
ntroduced them as Mceta and Palcpque. One was bloride 
ind the other brrmette, and both werfc incredibly vol- 
ipmous. 

“Richie, mfct Mura,” Michael said proudly. 

EUchard pretended not to notice thq strildng redhead, 
hstcad he pointed over Michael’s shoulder and asked 
ibout the prctccn. Michael looked behind and was irri- 
ated to see the boy had tagged along. • * 

“Beat it, kid,” Mchacl snapped. 

Mura ignored Michael and encouraged Sirt to step 
brward. She introduced him to Richard, 

“Hey, nice to meet you, Sart,” Richard said. ‘*You, 
oo, Mura. Why don’t you two take a load off and sit 
lowh?” 

“We’d enjoy that,” Mura said. 

“Indeed,” Sart added. 

Michael rolled his eyes in firustrated irritation as 
Uchard managed to preempt his triumph. For a moment 
ic considered cold-cocking Richard on the spot. ■ 



ibdmctipm 


“Hey, you, too, Mikey,” Richard goaded. “Come on 
buddy, take a scat and rclax! It’ll do you good. After all 
we’re all one big, happy family.” . 

That comment brou^t pgglcs from all the Intel 
terrans within earshot, only adding to Michael s emb^ 

rassment. He swallowed his pride and sat down. 

“Listen, Mikey,” Richard continued. “My little blond 
bombshell, Mccta, just told me something interesting 
Everybody 1 oves to swm in Ihtcrtcirri.” ^ 

“No Hdding,’’ Michael said, lightening up. “Didyo 
mention that we were professionals?” 

“Of course,” Richard said. “But I’m not convince 
tlicy quite got what I was talking about Seems that th 
idea of work is not something they can relate to,” 

“If you swim for worit, docs that me^ you Uk 
to s^vim?” Mccta asked, 

“Sure we like to swim,” Michael said. 

“Well, why don’t we all take a dip?” Mccta suggested. 
“\Miy not,” Mura agreed. “You people need to do< 
down.” . 

“I think it is a w'ondcrfol idea,” Sart said. 


Richard looked at tiic inviting aquamarine pool. “Ar 

you talldng about swimming right now?” he asked, 

“What time could be better?” Ralcnqiic said, ‘We’! 
all so warm and sweaty.” 

“But our clothes,” Richard said. “We’ll be sopping,” 
“We don’t wear clothes when werswim,” Mccta skd 
Richard looked at Michael. “This place just kea 

getting better and better,” he said. 


“Well?” Mccta questioned. “What do the proFcssioni 
swimmers say?” 


Richard swallow'cd. He 
he wake up. 


was afraid to say anydiing ic 
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“I say wc go for it,” Michael cried. 

“Wonderful!” Mccta said. She leaped to her fctt and 
helped Palcnquc to hers. Sart got up and gave Mura 'a 
hand. In the blink of an eye the Interterrans unabashedly 
threw off their tunics and stepped out of their shorts. In 
their naked nubile splendor, they all dove cleanly into the 
water and swam out toward the center of the pool with 
strong, practiced strokes. 

Richard and Michael vxrc momentarily too stunned to 
follow. Instead they glanced around at the people in the 
immediate \icinity. To their added surprise, no one had ’ 
taken much notice other than Perry. Then Richard and 
Michael’s eyes met. 

“What the hell are we waiting for?” Richard asked as 
he smiled drunkcnly. 

In a rush, the twx> divers clumsily struggled to get out 
of their clothes. At the same time thq' made a dash to the 
pool. Michael had trouble tvirfi his shorts and ended up ' 
tripping. Richard was more successful and was soon 
racing toward the shallow area at the center of tlic pool. 

On his arrival Richard Was literally set upon by Mccta 
and Palcnquc who playfully and repeatedly dunked him. 
Richard took the harassment from the naked beauties 
gleefully but Was soon out of breath. By the time Michael 
arrived and engaged in similar activities with Mura since 
Sart and Palcnquc had swum to the for end of the pool, 

■ Richard was content to languish in a place where he and 
Mcctt could sit with their heads above the surface. 

“Richard, Richard, Richard,” Mccta cried happily as 
she, repeatedly pressed her palm against his and stroked his 
head. ‘Tou arc the most primitively attractive visitor 
we’ve ever had in Saranta. Maybe in all of Interterra for at 
least scv’cral thousand years.” 
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“I thought only my mother appreciated me,” Richard 
aid jokingly. 

“You knew your mother?” Mccia questioned. “How 
juaint.” 

“Of course I knew my mother,” Richard said. “Don’t 
rou know yours?” 

“No,” Mccta said with a laugh. “No one in Interterra 
mows his mother. But let’s not get into that. Instead, 
vhy don’t you take me to your room?” 

“Now there’s an idea,” Richard said. “But what about 
,'our friend, Palcnque? What will we say to her?” 

“Anything you like,” Mccta said unconcernedly. “But 
it’s easiest to just ask her. I’m sure she’ll want to come. 
And Karena. I know she wants to eomc, toe.” 

Richard tried to act nonchalant, but he was afraid his 
surprise at tltis une.tpcctcd good fortune was ail too 
apparent. At the same time with this auspicious turn of 
cN’cnts, he wished he hadn’t drunk quite so much. 


ItAvas a boisterous group that set out from the pavilion to 
the dining hall. Suzanne, Perry’, and the divers were 
singing old Beatles songs at the top of their lungv. to the 
delight of their companions who, surprisingly, knew the 
words. Suzanne was walking with Garona, Perry with 
Luna, Richard with Meeta, Palcnque, and Karena, and 
Michael with Mura and Sart. 

Altlvough Suzanne and Perry had resisted drinking 
very much, what they had drunk had gone to their heads. 
Tlicy were not nearly as drunk as Richard and Michael, 
but botlt recognized they were tipsy. They were also 
enjoying themselves immensely. 

Arak had bid them farewrll as ,thc gala wound dow-n 
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and promised to meet with riicm in the morning. He had 
wished them a pleasant .rest and had thanked them ftw 
coming to the celebration. 

“Hey,” Richard called out when they’d finished a ren- 
dition of “Come Together.” “Don’t you guys know any 
songs of your own?” 

“Of course,” Mccta said. Immediately the Interterrans 
bunt into song, and although the words were in En^ish. 
the beat was as irregular as the music kt the gala had been. 

“Cut!” Richard cried out. “That sounds too weird. 
Let’s go back to the Bcadcs .” 

“Ridrard, let’s be fair,” Suzanne said. 

“It's all right,” Mecta said. “We’d ratiher sing your 
songs.” 

“Michael? What the hell arc you doing with the 
glasses?” Richard asked when he saw that his partner w'as 
carrying several empty goblets. 

“I asked Arak,” Michael said. “He told me I could 
uke them. They’re gold. I bet I have enough money here 
for a do^vn payment on a new pickup truck.” 

Richard leaned over and snatched one of the goblets. . • 

“Hey, gimme tibat back,” Michad demanded. . . ' 

Richard laughed. “Go out for a pass. I’ll hit you long!” 

Michael handed the rest of the goblets to Mura. Then 
he staggered ahead for the pass. Richard tossed the goblet 
like a football, and it spiraled into Michael’s hands. 
Everyone dapped. Michad took a bow, lost his balance, 
and fell. Everyone giggled and dapped harder. 

“We have pets that play tlrat game,” Mura said. 

“I saw some pets when we were Bying in,” Suzanne 
said. “They looked like composite creatures.” 

“They arc,” Mura said. 


“Do you have sports games down hcrci” Sidiard 
asked. 

Michael came back and collated the rest of Ms 
goblets. 

“No, we don’t have sports,” Mccta sdcL “Uniesirm 
mean mind games, things like than” 

“Hell* no!” Richard said. “I mean Eke hncirr cr 
football,” 

“No,” Mceta said. “V/e don’t hare pfefm emme- 
tition.’’ . ‘ r-- 

“Why not?” Richard asked. 

“It’s not necessary,” Meeta said. “And 
Richard glanced at Michael. “No woDferthe —— 
all such wimps,” he said. Michael nodded 
“How about ‘Lucy in thc-Skv whh rs— — 
Suzanne suggested. “It seems so apropos ” ^ 

A few moments later, still singing the rcs^ - 

stumbled into the dining hall. It was dark, 

terrans somehow brought upTheiUuminatir^ ' 

^ut to ssfc-fiew it iras done when he noi-' 

Jie ffitmer nevd ofEcer wes sitting silenflr^^tT 

Ridiard lurched rr.'cr to a nmtri 
from Donald. He drived thetW ^ 

tonewhaccormc!Jl7ts}utin2.?£n^ sa»d m a mocking 
Pt«nt eonnpsny by one 

I n.sn,eIdid,-|>«H.^^^^-^onf’ 
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“You can’t imagine how great it w-as, smart ass,” 
Bichard said. 

“You’re drunk, sailor” Donald said scornfully. 
“Luckily, some of us have enough self-control to keep our 
wits about us.” 

“Yeah, w'cll, let me tell you what’s wrong with you,” 
Richard said, pointing a wavering finger at Donald’s face, 
“You still think you are in the goddamned Navy. Well, let 
me tell you something. You ain’t.” 

“You’re not only stupid,” Donald hissed. “You’re dis- 
gusting.” 

Something snapped in Richard's brain. He shoved the 
w'omcn away and launched himself across the marble 
table, catching Donald by surprise. Despite his inebri- 
ation, he was able to straddle the man and land a few 
ineffectual punches on the side of his head. 

Donald responded by enveloping Richard in a bear 
‘ hug. Locked in a riolcnt embrace, both men rolled off the 
’ chaise Donald had been sitting on. Ncitltcr man could do 
much damage^ to the other, but pummclcd each otlicr 
with short punches nonetheless. They did succeed in 
crashing into the table which caused Michael’s goblet col- 
lection to fall to the floor with a great clatter. 

The Interterrans shrank back in dismay. While Suzanne 
and Perry intervened. It wasn’t easy, but they finally 
managed to separate the two men. This time it was 
Richard’s turn to have a bloody nose. 

“You bastard,” Richard sputtered as he touched his ' 
nose and looked at the blood. 

“You’re luck>> your friends arc here,” Donald told him. 
“I might have killed you.” 

“That’s enough,” Perry said. “No more baiting and 
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no more fighting. This is ridiculous. YouTc both acting 
like children.” 

"Idiot!” Donald added. He shook off Perry’s 
restraining arms and straightened his satin tunic. 

"Jerk!” Bichard retorted. He moved away from 
Suzanne and. turned to his three' women friends. "Come 
on, girls!” he said. "Let’s go to my room, where I won’t 
have to look at this guy’s ugly mug.’’ 

Richard took a few unsteady steps toward the women, 
but they shrank back. Then, without another word, they 
fled out tKe open end of the room into the night. Richard 
hurried after them but stopped at the edge of the lawn. 
The women were already halfway back to the pavilion. 

"Hey!” Richard yelled through cupped hands. "Come 
back! Mccra ...” 

"I think it’s time you went to bed,” Suzanne said. 
"You’ve caused enough trouble for one night.” 

Richard turned back into the room disappointed and 
angry. He slammed his open palm down on the table top 
hard enough to make everyone in the room jump. “Shit!” 
he shouted to no one in particular. 


Perry punched open the door of his cottage with a trem- 
bling hand he did his best to hide and let Luna enter 
before him. It had been a long time since he’d been alone 
with a w'oman like this. He had no idea whether his 
anxiety was from marital guilt or from recognizing Luna’s 
inappropriate youth. On top of that he "was tipsy with 
drink, but even more intoxicating than the crystal was the 
fact that an absolutely gorgeous young woman tound him 
attractive. 
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As Pcny strug^cd to conceal his nervousness he was 
sensitive enough to notice that Luna was agitated herself. 

“Can I get you something.^” Perry asked. “I’m sup- 
posed to have food and drink available.” He watched as 
the ^ went over to the pool and bent down to test its 
'temperature. 

“No, thank you,” Luna said. She began to wander 
imlcssly around the room. 

‘Tou seem upset,” Perry said. For lack of anything 
)cttcr to do, he w’cnt over and sat on die bed. 

“I am,” Luna admitted. “I’ve never seen a person act 
he way Richard did.” 

“He’s not our best ambassador,” Perry said. 

“Arc there many people like him where you come 
rom?” Luna asked. 

“Unfortunately, his type is not uncommon,” Perry 
aid. “Usually there’s a history of abuse that gets handed 
down from generation to generation.” 

Luna shook her head. “Where docs the stimulus for 
the abuse come from?” 

Perry scratched the top of his head. He’d not meant to 
get into a sociological discussion nor did he feel capable 
It the moment. At the same time he felt he had to say 
something. Luna was looking at him intendy. “Well, let’s 
see,” he said. “I haven’t really thought about this too 
[ftuch, but there’s a lot of discontentment in our society 
Srom heightened expectation and a sense of entidement 
Ntdiody’s ever really satisfied.” 

“I don’t understand,” Luna said. 

“Lee me give you an example,” Perry said. “If somc- 
ixxly gets a Ford Explorer the next thing they see u an ad 
or a Lincoln Navigator, dm makes the Explorer seem 
mappcaling.” 



“I don’t know what diosc arc,” Luna said. 

“It’s just stuff,” Perry said, “And we’re conditioned 
throu^ relentless advertising to feel it’s never the right 
stuff.” 

“I don’t understand that kind of covetousness,” Luna 
said. “We don’t have anytJdng like that here in 
Interterra.” 

“Well, then it’s hard to explain,” Perry said. “But 
anyway there’s a lot of discontentment which especially 
comes to a head in poor families which have even less stuff 
than everyone else, and within families people tend to 
take it out on each other,” 

“It’s sad,” Luna said. “And frightening.” 

“It can be,” Perry agreed. “But we’re kind’a con- 
ditioned not to think about it since it all drives our 
economy.” 

“It seems strange to have a society that encourages 
violence,” Luna said. “Violence is shocking for us since 
we have none in Intcrtcrra.” 

“None?” Perry asked. 

“No, never,” Luna said. “I’ve never seen a person hit 
anothw. It inakes me feel weak.’! 

“Then why don’t you sit down?” Perry said. He patted 
the bed next to him, feeling self-consciously transparent. 
Noncthcl^ lama came to the bed and sat down beside 
him. 

‘Tou don’t fccl dizzy, do you?” Perry asked, strug- 
gl'mg to make conversadon now that she was so dose. “I 
mean, you’re not going to feint or anything>” 

. “No, I’Ube all right.” 

c> ' Perry looked into Luna’s pale blue eyes. For a moment 

jj he couldn’t speak. When he could he said, ‘Tou kco-, 
you arc very young.” 
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“Young? What docs that have to do with anydiing?’ 

“Well . . Perry said, searching for words: He wa 
sure himself whether he was referring to her rcacdoi 
Richard’s behavior or his reaction to her. yoi 

young you haven’t had as much experience as when ; 
arc older. Maybe you haven’t had time to see violence.’ 

“Listen, there’s no violence here,’’ Luna said. “ 
been selected against. Besides, I’m not as young as ; 
probably imagine. How old do you think I am?” 

“I don’t know',” Perry stammered. “About tvyenty.’ 

“Now you seem to be upset.” 

“I guess I am a little.” Perry admitted. “You could 
my daughter.” ' 

Luna smiled. “I can assure you I’m over twenty. D 
tliat make you feel better?” 

“Some,” Perry admitted. “Actually, I don’t knowv 
I. feel so nervous. Evct>'tlimg is so nice here, but it’s ! 
quite unnerving.” 

“I understand,” Luna said. She smiled again and rm: 
her palms toward his. Self-consciously Perry put 
against hers. “What is this with our hands?” he asked. 

“It’s just the way we show love and respect. You do 
like it?” 

“When it comes to showing love I’m partial 
kissing,” Perry said. 

“Like Richard was doing this evening?” 

“A bit more intimately than Richard’s tcchniqui 
Perry said. 

“Show' me,” Luna said. 

Perry took a breath, leaned over, and lightly kiss 
Luna on the lips. When he pulled back, Luna respond 
by touching her lips gently with the very tips of her fing 
as if amazed by the sensation . 


•“Do you’dislikx it?” Perry asked. 

Luna shook her head. “No, but my fingers and palms 
arc more sensitive than my lips. But show me more.” 

■Perry swallowed nervously. “Arc you serious?” 

“I’m sure,” Luna said. She moved closer to him' and 
looked at him with those dreamy eyes, “I find you very 
alluring, Mr. President ofBcntluc Marine.” 

Perry wrapped his arms -around her and pulled her 
down onto the white cashmere covcrict.. 


Michael was in seventh heaven. Mura was the woman of 
his dreams. It couldn’t get better than this. He didn’t 
even mind Sart’s continued presence. The boy was in the 
pool, leaving him to enjoy Mura by himself. 

Just when Michael was about to pass out from sheer 
delight, his rapture was interrupted by a knock at his 
door. He tried to ignore it, but finally staggered to the 
door, stark naked. He felt even drunker on his feet. “Who 
the hell is it?” he demanded. 

“It’s me, your buddy Richard.” 

■ Michael opened tlie door. “'What’s the problem?” 

“No problem,” Richard said. He tried to look around 
Michael. “I just thought maybe you might need some 
help, if you know what I mean.” 

It took Michael’s drugged brain a few seconds to catch 
Richard’s drift. He gjanced back at Mura on the circular 
bed, then back to Richard. 

“Arc you kidding?” Michael asked. 

“No,” Richard said. He smiled crookedly. 

“Mura,” Michael called out. “Do you mind if Ridiard 
comes in and joins us?” 

“Only if he promises to behave,” Mura called back. 
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Michael looked back at Richard with an exaggaated 
expression of surprise. “You heard the lady,” he said with 
a sly smile. He opened the door wider and let Richard 
into the room. As the two men approached the bed Mura 
held up both hands. 

“Come on, you two primitives!” she said. “I’d love to 
press palms with you both.” 

The two divers exchanged a glance of appreciative, dis- 
belief before Michael climbed back onto the bed, and 
Richard struggled out of his sarin garments. As Richard 
settled next to Mura, he said, “You people arc pretty free 
with love.” 

“It’s true,” Mura said. “We have lots of love. It’s our 
wealth.” 

A short time later . the two drunken divers were 
swooning with pleasure in Mura’s arms. It w^n’t sex per 
sc, since in their drugged state neither was capable of 
consummation, but nonetheless they couldn’t have been 
more content. 

Sart had observed Richard’s arrival from the for end of 
the pool. He was both attracted and repelled by Ricliard. 
Mainly, he was curious. After tiring of swimming he got 
out of the water. He dried himself off, then walked over to 
the blissful threesome. Mura smiled up at him. She had 
her arms artnmd both divers, who had fellcn fast asleep. 

Mura motioned for S.irt to sit down on the bed. She’d 
been gently stroking both divers’ backs but was happy 
to let Sart take over with Richard. That freed her to 
concentrate on Michael. 

Sart initially just stroked Richard’s b.ick as Mura had 
been doing, but tiring of this, he began to improvise. First 
he rubbed Richard’s exposed arm and shoulder. Richard’s 
skin felt intriguingly strange to Sart. It wasn’t as firm as 
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Intcrtcrran .skm and. had many curious,' tony 
tions; Sart transferred his attentions to Richard’s head 
where he’d noticed a small, poorly defined, bluish red 
discoloration’within the hairline above his car. As 
bent over to ejeamine this flat blemish more closely, 
touching it gently with the tip of his finger, Richard’s eyes 
popped open. • 

Sart smiled at him dreamily and went back to his 
tender stroking. 

“What the iicll?” Richard cried. He knocked Sait’s 
hand to the side. With drunken clumsiness he leaped from 
the bed. 

Sart stood up as well. He wondered if the marie above 
Richard’s car was inordinately sensitive. Maybe he should 
not have touched it. 

Richard’s sudden movement w.is enough to awaken 
Michael. Sleepy and dazed, he sat up despite Mura’s 
restraining arm. He saw Richard swaying by the bedade 
and glaring at Sat t, who looked somewhat guilty. 

“What’s the matter, Richie?” Michael asked win: a 
slurred, gravelly voice. 

Richard didn’t answer. Instead he wiped his hand enr 
his head while continuing to glower at Sart. 

“What happened, Sart?” Mura asked. 

“I touched Richard’s blemish,” Sart cimlcnid 
one above his car. I’m sorry.” 

“Michael, come here!” Richard snanneii 
Michael away from the bed while waRfen - 

the direction of the pool. . ' " 

Michael got to his feet feeling giddy hrz the 
snooze. He followed Richard. The two men 
out of earshot. Michael could tell that Ricfaa.'d 
. league perturbed. 
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“What’s going on?” Michael asked in a whisper. 

Richard wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He 
was still faring back at Sart. 

‘T think I figured out why all these guys don’t care if 
we make it with their women ” Richard whispered back. 

“Why?” Michael asked. 

“I think they’re all a bunch of queers.” 

“Really?” Michael looked back at Sart. The possibility 
had crossed his mind at the gala when he’d seen so many 
men WTilking around arm in arm, but then he’d forgotten 
about it in the general exdtcmcnt. 

“Yeah, and I’ll tell you something else,” Richard said. 

“That little nerdy squirt over there has been rubbing 
my back and head. The whole time 1 thought it was the 
girl.” 

Michael laughed despite Richard’s evident rancor. 

“It’s not funny,” Richard snapped. • 

“I l>ct Mazzola would think it was funny,” Michael 
said. 

“If you tell Mazzola, I’ll kill you,” Richard hissed. 

“You and ten other people,” Michael scoffed. “But, in 
the meantime, what do you want to do?” 

“I think we should show this little twerp what we think 
of his kind,” Richard said. “The guy had his hands all 
over me, for chrissakc. I’m not aliout to let that pass 
without a reaction. I don’t think we should let any of 
these people get the wrong idea of our persuasion.” 

“All right,” Michael said. “I’m with you. Wliat do you 
have in mind?” 

“First, get rid of the girl!” Richard .said. 

“OH, no! Do we have to?” Michael questioned. 

“Absolutely,” Richard said impatiently. “And ditch the 
long face. You can tell her to come back tomorrow. It’s 


important to teach this guy a lesson, and we don’t want 
an audience. She’d yell bloody murder and the next thing 
you’d know we would be dealing with a couple of those 
worker clones.” 

“Okay,” Michael said. He took a breath to fortify' 
himself and walked back to the bed. 

“Is Richard all right?” Mura inquired. 

“He’s fine,” Michael said. “But he’s tired. In fact, 
we’re both tired. Maybe exhausted is a better word. Plus 
we’re drunk, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 

. “It hasn’t bothered me,” Mura said. “I’ve been 
enjoying myself.” 

“I’m glad,” Michael said. “But now we’re wondering 
if we could put off any more palm pressing until 
tomon-ow. Wliat I mean is, maybe you should leave.” 

“Cicrtainly,” Mura^ said without hesitation. She 
immediately slid off the bed and began dressing. Sart did 
rhesaine. 

“I don’t want you to get the wrong impression,” 
Michael said. “I’d like to sec you tomorrow.’’ 

“I understand you arc tired;” Mura said graddusly. 
“Don’t w'orry. You arc our guests, and I will return 
tomorrow if it is your wish.” 

Sart cinched his braided rope around his waist and 
/opked back at Richard, who’d not moved from where he 
was standing halhs'ay to the pool’s edge. 

“Sart,” Michael said, following the boy’s line of sight. 
“Wliy don’t you hang around? Richard wants to apolo- 
gize for scaring you when he leaped off the bed.” 

Sart looked at Mura. Mura shrugged. “It’s up to you, 
iny friend.” 

Sart looked back at Michael, who smiled and winked at 
him. 
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“If the guests wish me to stay, I will stay,” Sart said. He 
stepped back to the bed with a bit of swagger and sat 
down. 

“That’s wonderful,” Michael said. 

Mura finished dressing and went first to Michael and 
then to lUchard to press her palm against cadi of theirs 
one last time. She told them both that they had given her 
great pleasure to be with them, and said she was eager to 
see them the following day. Before dosing the door 
behind herself she bid tlicm good night. 

After the sound of the door dosing drifted away, there 
was a brief, uncomfortable silence. Richard and Michael 
eyed Sart while Sart looked back and forth betivccn the 
two men. Sart began to fidget. He stood up, 

“Perhaps I should call for more drink,” Sart said, to 
make conversation. 

Richard forced a smile and shook his head. Then he 
approached Sart with a gait that suggested he didn’t quite 
know where liis feet were. 

“How about more food?” Sart said. 

Richard shook his head again. He was in an arm’s dis- 
tance of the boy. Sart took a step back. 

“Me and my buddy here have something importantwe • 
want to say to you,” Richard told him. 

“This is true,” Mici^acl said. He walked equally as 
unsteadily around the end of the bed to join Richard, 
effectively boxing Sart in a corner between the bed and 
the wall. 

“To put it bluntly, so there is no misunderstanding,” 
Richard continued, “we can’t stand queers like you.” 

“In fact they make us a little cra/.y,” Michael said. 

Sart’s eyes darted from one drunken, sneering face to 
the other. 



“Perhaps it would be best if I go,” Sart said nervously. 

“Not before we’re absolutely certain you know what 
we’re talking about,” Richard said. 

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘queer,’ ” Sart 
admitted. 

“Homo, gay, feg, fairy,” Richard said derisively. “The 
term doesn’t matter. The point is we don’t like guys who 
like men. And we have a sneaking suspicion you fall into 
that category.” 

“Of course I like rhen,” Sart said. “I like all people.” 

Richard looked at Michael then back at Sart. “We 
don’t like bisexuals either.”. 

Sart made a dash for the door, but he didn’t make it. 
Richard grablKd one arm while Michael grabbed a 
handful of hair. 

Richard quickly got Sart’s other arm as well and witli 
a triumphant laugh pinned both behind the boy. Sart 
struggled, but it was no use, especially with Michael still 
clutching a shock of his hair. Once the boy was immobil- 
ized, Michael punched him in the stomach, doubling him 
over. 

Both divers .let go of the boy and then laughed while 
. they watched him take a few staggering steps. Sart was 
desperately trying to catch his breath. His face was purple. 

“Okay, pansy,” Richard slurred. “Here’s one for 
putting your filthy paws on me.” 

Richard lifted Sart’s face with his left hand and hit him 
wth his right. It was not a j’ab but rather a wild, round- . 
house uppercut that he put his entire weight behind. This 
second, blow caught the boy full in the fecc, crushing his 
nose, sending him hurling backward off his feet. Sart’s 
head smashed into the sharp corner of the marble night- 
stand, which penetrated several inches into his skull. 
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Richard was initiaHy unaware of the fateful const 
quences of his powerful punch. He was too prcoccupic 
by the intense pain of his bruised knuckles. Wincing, h 
cradled his throbbing hand with his other and curse 
loudly. ; ■ ‘ 

Michael watched in horror as Sait’s flaccid body cam 
to a rest. Bits of brain tissue oozed from the ugly woun< 
Suddenly sober, Michael bent down over the stricken bo 
who was making gurgling sounds. 

“Richard!” Michael called out in a loud whisper. 
got a problem!” 

hard refused to respond. He was still in pain,-pacin 
tom and shaking his hand in the jiir with his fingci 
spread. 

thaci stood up. “Richard! Christ! The guy’s dead.’ 
>cad?” Richard echoed. The -finality of the wot 
rated Richard’s self-absorption. 

/ell, almost. His head’s caved in. He hit the got 
cd table.” 

hard staggered back to where Michael was standin 
xtkcii down at Sart’s motionless form. “Holy shit! 
d. 

/hat the hell arc we going to do?” Mich.ii 
nded. “Why’d you hit him so freakin’ hard?” 
didn’t mean to, okay!” Richard shouted. 

/ell, what arc we going to do?” Michael repeated, 
don’t know,” Richard said, 
that moment S.ut’s battered botfy let out a final sig 
1C gurgling stopped. 

hat’s it,” Michael said with .a sfiuddcr. “He’s dear 
)t to do something and fast. ” 
laybc we .should get ouua here,” Richard said. . 

/c can’t get out of here,” Michael complainct 
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“WlicTc arc wc going to go? Hell, we don’t even know 
where wc arc.’.’ 

“All right, let me think,” Richard said. “Shit, I didn’t 
mean to hurt.him.” 

“Oh, sure,” Michael said sarcastically. 

“Well, not that much,” Richard said. 

“What if someone comes in here?” Michael ques- 
tioned. . . 

“You’re right,” Richard said. “We’ve got to hide the 
body.” 

“Where?” Michael demanded urgently.- 

“I don’t khowl” Richard yelled. He looked around the 
room frantically, 'llicn he looked back at Michael. “I just 
got an idea that might woric.” . 

“Good,” Michael said. “Where?” 

“First help me pick him up,” Richard said. He stepped 
over the body, rolled it over, and then got his hands under 
Sart’sarms. 

Michael got Sart’s feet, and together they hoisted the 
boy off the floor. . ; 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


The new day arrived gradually just as it would on the 
eartli’s surface. The light slowly increased in intensity, 
causing the darkened, vaulted. ceiling to lose its stars. Its 
color went in stages from deep indigo to a rosy pink and 
finally to a pure sky blue. Sarania began to stir. 

,Suzanne was tlic first of the earth surface visitors to 
awaken as tlie artificial dawn broke. As she scanned her 
jrooni, taking in the wliitc marble, the mirrors, and the 
)ooI, she realized tljat tlic surreal Interterran experience 
' had not been a dream. 

Slowly she turned her head to the side and gazed at 
Garona’s sleeping form. He was on his side, facing her. 
She svas amazed at henclf for having allowed the man to 
stay the night, llris wxs not her norm. Tire only way she’d 
shown some restraint had been by staunchly refusing to 
remove her silken tunic and shorts. She had spent the 
night with her dothes on, such as tlicy were. 

Suzanne wasn’t sure she could blame her decision to 
allow him to sxsy on the small amount of crj-stal she’d 
drunk or whether it was simply Garona’s handsome looks 
and winning flattery. As much as she haled to admit it, 
when it came to men, physical attractiveness was 
important to her. In fact, it had been part of the reason 
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she’d remained mired in a volatile relationship with an 
actor liack in L. A. long after it had ceased to be healthy. 

As if sensing her gaze, Garona opened his dark,' liquid 
eyes and smiled dreamily. It w'as difficult for Su^^anne to 
feel much regret. 

“I’m soiry if I woke you,” Suzanne managed. Hc'was 
as handsome in the first light of day as he’d been the night ' 
before. 

“Please, don’t be sorry,” Garona said. “I appreciate 
being awakened to see. that I am still with you.” 

“How' is it you alwas's say the right thing?” Suzanne 
saidl She was being sincere, not sarcastic. 

“I say w'hat I would like to be told,” Garona said. 

Suzanne nodded. It was a -sensible variation of tlic 
Golden Rule. 

.Garona rolled toward her and tried to envelop Suzanne 
in an embrace. Suzanne ducked under his arm and slid oft 
the bed. 

“Please, Garona,” Suzanne said. “Lt’s not replay last 
night. Not now.” 

Garona flopped back onto die bed and stared up at 
Suzanne, 

“I don’t understand your reluctance,” he said. “Could 
it be that you don’t care for me?” 

Suzanne groaned audibly “Oh, Garona, for all >Ter 
sophistication and .sensitivity, I can’t imadne '^±y thi 
so hard for you to grasp. As I told vou last night, it ta.kes 
me a little time to get to knowsomconc.” 

“What do you need to know?” Garona cucsticnec. 

“You can ask me any personal question von Ste.** 

“I.ook,” Suzanne said. “I certainly camitr ycc. .rtsr 
letting you stay here is a testament to rhar. Ir's rcc usual 
for me when I’ve knotvn someone fcr such a shst - 
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But I did let you stay, and Pm glad I did. But you can’t 
expect too much from me. Think of everything I’m trying 
to take in.” . .. 

“But it’s unnatural,” Garona .said. “Your emotions 
should not be so contingent.” 

“I disagree!” .Suzanne remarked. “It's called self-pro- 
tection. 1 can’t go around allowing spur-of-the-moment 
desires to dictate my behavior. And it should be the same 
for you.’Afrcr alK you don’t know anything about me. 
Maybe I have a husband ora lover.” 

“I issumc you do,” Garona said. “In fret, I w'ould be 
surprised ifyou didn’t. Anyway, it doesn’t matter.” 

“That’s nice.” Suzanne put her hands defiantly on her 
hips. “It doesn’t matter to you, but what about me?” 
Suzanne stopped herself. She reached up and rubbed her 
sleep filled eyes. She was getting herself all worked up, and 
she’d only been awake for a few minutes. 

“I .ct’s not discuss any of this right now,” Suzanne said. 
“This day is goin^ to be challenging enough. Arak has. 
promised to answxV our questions, and believe me, I have 
a lot.” She walked over to one of the many mirrors and 
cautiously moved into the line of sight of her image. She, 
grimaced at the reflection. Her mind might have been in a 
turmoil, but there was one thing she knew for certain: she 
did not look her bc.st in inch-long hair. 

Putting his legs over the edge of tlic bed, Garona sat 
up and stretched. “You second-generation humans arc so 
serious.” f 

“I don’t know what you mean by second generation,” 
Suzanne said. “But I think 1 have reason to be .serious. 
After all, I didn’t come here on nty own .accord. As 
Donald s.aid, w'e’yc been abducted. And I don’t have to 
remind you tivat means being carried <»IVby force.” ' 
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As he had promised, Arak showed up just after the group 
had eaten breakfast and asked if everyone was ready for 
the didactic session. Perry and Suzanne were demon- 
strably eager, Donald less so, and Richard and Michael 
completely uninterested. In fact, they acted tense and 
subdued, hardly their normal brazen selves. Perry 
assumed they were suffering from hangovers and sug- 
gested as much to Suzanne. 

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Suzanne responded. “As drunk 
as they were it stands to reason. How do you feel?” 

“Great,” Perry said. “All things considered. It was an 
interesting evening. How about your friend, Garona. Did 
he stay long?” • 

“For a while,” Suzanne said cv^yely.- “How about 
Luna?” 

“The sariic,” Perry said. Neither one looked the other 
in the eye. 

As soon as the group was ready, Arak l.cd tlicm across 
the lawn toward a hemispherical structure similar to die 
pavilion although on a much smaller scale. Perry and 
Suzanne kept up with Arak. Donald lagged a few steps 
behind and Richard and Michael even more so. 

“I still think you should tell Donald,” Michael insisted 
in a whisper. “He might have an idea about what to do.” 

“What the hell is that bastard going to do?” Richard 
re^onded. “The kid’s dead. Fuller’s not going to bring 
him back to life.” 

“Maybe he’ll have a better idea where to put the 
body,” Michael said. “I’m worried about the kid being 
found. I mean, I don’t want you to find out what they do 
down here to murderers.” 

Richard stopped short. “What do you mean, me?” 

“Hey, you idtlcd him,” Michael said. 
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“You hit him, too,” Richard said.- 

“But I didn't kill him,” Michael said. “And the whole 
thing was your idea.” 

Richard glowered at his friend. “We’re in this together, 
dirtbag. It’s your room. Whatever happens, to me is going 
to happen to you. Plain as day.” 

“Come on, you two,” Arak called. He was holding 
open a door to the small hemispherical, windowicss struc- 
ure. The other members of the group were standing to 
he side and looking back in the divers’ direction. 

“Regardless,” Michael whispered nervously, “the 
joint is that the body is hardly hidden. You got to ask 
Donald if he can think of a better place for it. He might be 
in ex-officer asshole, but he’s smart.” 

“Okay,” Richard said reluctantly. 

The two divers quickened their pace and caught up to 
he others. Arak smiled congenially and then entered the 
auilding followed by Suzanne and Perry. As Donald 
:rossed tltc threshold Richard gave his sleeve a tug. 
Donald snatched his ann away and glared back at 
Richard, but kept walking. 

“Hey, Commander Fuller!” Richard whispered. 
‘Hold up a second.” 

Donald glanced briefly over his shoulder, treated 
Richard to a contemptuous look, and continued walking 
\rak was leading tliem along a curved, windowless 
ronidor. 

“I wanted to apologize about last night,” Richard said, 
etching lip to Donald so that he was walking right 
jchind him. 

“For what?” Donald asked scornfully. “Being stupid, 
jcing drunk, or allowing yourself to be duped by these 
jcople?” 
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Richard bit his lower lip before responding. “Maybe all 
three. We were bombed out of our gourds. But that’s not 
the reason I want to talk to you.”^ 

Donald stopped short. Richard all but collided with 
him. Michael did bump into Richard. ^ 

“What is it, sailor?” Donald dcfnandcd in a no-non- 
sense voice. “Make it on the double. We’ve got an 
interesting talk ahead of us that I don’t want to miss.” 

“Well, it’s just that ” Richard began, but then he 

stumbled over his words, unsure of how to begin. Con- 
trary to his early ■ braggadocio, he was intimidated by 
Donald. 

“Come on, sailor,” Donald snapped. “Out with it.” 

“Michael and I think we better get the bell out of 
Interterra,” Richard said. 

“Oh, that’s very intelligent of you bonchcads,” 
Donald said. “I suppose this sudden epiphany just 
occurred to you this morning. Well, perhaps I should 
remind you that we don’t know where the hell we are 
until Arak decides to tell us. So once we’ve learned that, 
maybe we can talk again.” Donald made a motion to 
leave. Richard grabbed his arm out of desperation. 
Donald glared down at Richard’s hand. “Let go of me 
before I lose complete control.” 

“But — ” Richard said, 

“Can it, sailor!” Donald snapped, cutting off the con- 
versation and yanking his arm away from Richard. He 
walked briskly ahead and ducked through a door at the 
end of the corridor in pursuit of the others. 

“Why the hell didn’t you tell him?” Michael 
demanded in an irritated whisper. 

“You didn’t tell him cither,” Richard pointed out. 

“Yeah, because you said you’d do the talking.” 
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Michael said. He threw up hi.': hands in fhistrat 
“Some talking! My grandmother could have dor 
better job. Now we’re back where we started. And yoi 
got to admit, that body’s not in the world’s best hie 
place- What if they find it?” 

Richard shuddered. “1 hate to think. But it was 
best we could do under the carcumstanccs.” 

“Maybe we should just stay in the room,” Mic 
suggested. 

“Thar’s not going to solve anything,” Richard s 
“Come on! Let’s at least find out where we are-so we 
figure out how to get the hc(l out.” 

The t%vo men followed Donald and found thcmsc 
in a futuristic, circular room thirty feet in diameter wi 
domed ceiling. There were no windows. A single rtn 
a dozen molded scats surrounded a dark, slightly.cut 
central area. 

Arak and Suft were sitting directly opposite., 
entrance, in scats witli consoles built into their arms, 
Arak and Sufii’s immediate right were two people 
divers had never seen before. Although this couple 
dressed in the usual white, they were not as attractiv 
the other Intcrtcrrans. Suzanne and Perry were seatc< 
Arak and Sufa’s left. Donald was to the far right, sittinj 
himself with lots of empty scats between him and 
others. 

“Please, Richard, Michael,” Arak called out. “1 
your scats. An}p!acc you’d like. And then we’ll begin.’ 

Richard made it a point to pass severed empty seat 
take one next to Donald. Richard nodded to hini, 
Donald rcsjHmdcd by shifting his weight away from 
diver. Michael took the seat next to Richard. 

“VVekonw again to Intcrtcrra,” Arak said. “T<Hl 3 y 
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arc going to challenge your intellects in a very positive 
way. And in the process you will soon learn how very 
lucky you all are.” 

“How about starting by telling us when we’ll be 
heading home?” Richard said. 

“Shut the hell up!” Donald growled. 

Aral; laughed. “Richard, I do appreciate your spr)nta- 
neity and impulsiveness, but be patient.” 

“First we’d like to introduce ever}'onc to two of our 
distinguished citizens,” Sufa said. “I’m certain you will 
find talking with them extremely helpful since they, like 
yourselves, have come from the surface world. May I 
l)rescnt Ismael and Mary Black.” 

The couple stood for a moment and bowed. Michael 
clapped from habit but immediately stoppe<i w'hen he 
realized he w'as the only one doing so. Suzanne and Berry 
regarded the couple with wide-eyed curiosirj-. 

“Mary and I would like to extend our w'elcf)me as 
well,” Ismael said. He was a rather tall man with gaunt, 
hatchetlike features and deeply set eyes. “We are here 
because we have experienced w’hat you arc about to 
experience, and because of that we may be able to help. As 
for a general suggestion, I w’ould encourage you at rhi.s 
point not to try to absorb too much too quickly.” 

Michael leaned over to Richard and w'hispcrcd, “Do 
you think he’s referring to that fabulous Itand cream stuff 
w'c used last night?” 

“Shut up!” Donald snapped, emphasizing each word. 
“If you men keep interrupting, I want you to move away 
from me.” 

“All right already,” Michael said. 

“Thank you, Ismac|,” Arak said. Then looking at each 
of the sisitors in turn he added, “I hope you will all take 
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advantage of the Blacks’ offer. We feel that a division 
of labor will be helpful. Sufa and I svil! be available for 
informational issues wherc3.s adjustment issues will be 
acst handled by Ismael and Mary.” 

Suzanne leaned over to Berry. There was a new look of 
:oncern on her face. “Wliat docs he mean, adjustment 
ssues? How long do you think they intend to keep us 
licrc?” 

“I don’t know,” Perry whispered back. He’d been 
itruck by the same implication. 

“Before we begin I would like to present each of you 
Mth a teiccommunicator and an eyepiece,” Sufa said. She 
opened a box that she’d brought to the meeting and lifted 
out live small p.irccls, each with a name printed in bold 
letters acro-ss the top C!!arrying them in her arms she 
walked around the room and handed them out to the 
designated recipients. Richdird and Michael tore theirs 
open like kids attacking Cdiristmas presc.Us. Suzanne and 
Perry opened theirs with care. Donald let his sit unopened 
on his lap. 

‘ “It’s like a pair of glasses and a wri.sm atch without a 
face,” Michael said. He was disappointed. He tried on 
the glasses. They were aerodynamically shaped with clear 
icnsc-s. 

“It's a teiccommunicator system,” Sufa said. “They 
ire voice activated, and each is mated to your individual 
.'oiccs, so the\ are not interchangeable. We’ll be showing 
tow to use them later.” 

“What do they do?” Richard asked. He tried the 
glasses on as well. 

“Just about esernhing,” Sufa said. “They connect 
vith central sources whose information will be displayed 
cirtiKilly through the glasses. They .also provide communi- 
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ation v.-ith anyone else in Interterra by sight and sound. 
*hc)- c\cn do such mundane things a.s call air taxis, but 
note about them later."’ 

'‘Let’s get suried,” Arak said. He touched the pad on 
he console in front of him and the darkened curtain area 
umed a phosphorescent blue. 

“The first thing we must talk about is the concept of 
ime,” Arak said. “This is perhaps the mr^/t difficult 
ubject for people like yourselves to grasp because here in 
nterterra time is not the immutable. Construct it appears 
o [•«: on the earth’s surface. Your scientist, Mr. Einstein, 
ccognized the rclati\^t\■ of 'dmc in the sense that it 
iepends on one’s position of observation. Here in Intcr- 
erra you will confront many examples of such relativity, 
rhe 'simplest, for example, is the age of our civilization, 
i'rorn the perspective of earth surface references, our dvil- 
zation is incredibly ancient, whereas from our reference 
;roir,t and those of the rest of the solar ss'stem, it is nor. 
four civnlizarion is measured in terms of millennia, ours in 
millions, and the solar sy'stem in billions.’’ 

“Oh, for chrissake,’’ Richard complaix.cd. “Do we 
have to sit through all this? I thought you were going to 
tell us where the hell we arc.” 

“Unless you comprehend the basics,” AraT said, “what 
I’m going to be telling you v,ill be unbelievable, even 
meaningless.” 

“Why not v/ork backwards,” Richard said. “Tell us 
where we arc and then the other stuff.” 

“Richard!” Suzanne snapped. “Be still!” 

Richard rolled his c>'cs for Michael’s benefit. Michael 
showed his impatience by uncrossing and rccrossing his 
legs. 

“Time is not a constant,” Arak continued. “As I sard. 
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your clever scienrist Mr. Einstein recognized this, fc 
where he made his mistake wa.s thinking that the speed 
light was the upper boundary of motion. It is not the ca; 
although it takes huge quanta of focused energy to bre 
the boundary. A good analogy from everyday life is t 
extra amount of energs- necc.ss3ry for a phase change tl 
takes a solid to a liquid or a liquid to a gas. Pushing 
object beyond the speed of light is like a phase chan 
into a dimension where time is plastic and related only 
space." 

"Good grief,” Richard blurted. “Is this a joke?” 

Donald stot)d up and took a scat far from the tv 
divers. 

“Try to be patient," Arak said. “And concentrate < 
time not being a constant. Think about it! If time is tre 
relative then it can be controlled, manipulated, at 
changed. WTtich brings us to the concept of death. Ust 
carctuHy! On the earth’s surface death has been a nccc 
sary adjunct of evolution, and evolution the on 
justification of death. But once a sensate, cognitive bcir 
has evolved, death is not only not needed, it is a waste.” 

At the mention of death Richard and Michael sai 
lower into their scats. Perry raised his hand. Arak immcc 
atcly acknowledged him. 

“Arc we permitted to ask questions?” Perry asked. 

“Absolutely,” Arak said agreeably “This is to be mo 
of a seminar than a lecture. But I ask you only to qucstic 
what I havc already said and not question what ye 
believe 1 am about to say.” 

“You talked about measuring time,” Perry’ said. “D: 
you mean to imply that your civilization, as you put i 
predates our civilization on the earth’s surface?” 

“Indeed,” Arak said. “And by a quanuim of tin 
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almost incomprehensible to your experience. Our Inter- 
terran recorded history goes back almost six hundred 
million years.” 

“Get out of here!” Richard scoffed. “That's imposs- 
ible. This is all a bunch of bull crap. Thar’s older than the 
dinosaurs.” 

“Much older than your dinosaurs,” Arak agreed. “And 
your disbelief is entirely understandable. That is why we 
go slowly with this introduction to Interterra. I don’t 
mean to belabor the point, but it is far easier to adapt to 
your present reality in stages.” 

“That’s all well and good,” Richard announced. “But 
how about some proof for all this baloney. I’m starting to 
think this whole setup is an elaborate put-on, and frankly, 
I’m not interested in sitting here wasting time.” 

■Neither Donald nor Suzanne complained about 
Richard’s current interruption. Both were harboring 
similar tltoughts although Suzanne certainly would not 
have worded her skepticism so rudely. Arak, however, was 
unfazed. 

“All right,” Arak said patiently. “We wall provide some 
proof that you can relate to your civilization’s history. 
Our civilization has been obserring and recording the 
progress of your second-generation human civilization 
since the time of your evolution.” 

“Wliat do you mean exactly by second-generation 
human?” Suzanne asked. 

“That \rill be apparent shortly,” Arak said. “First, fet’s 
show you some interesting images. As I said, we have 
been obsersang your civilization’s progress, and unril 
about fifty years ago we could do so at will. Since then 
your increasing technological sophistication has limited 
our suiA’cillance to avoid detection. In fact, we have 
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stopped using most of our old-tashioncd exit ports, lik 
the one used to admit you to interterra or tlic one s 
Barsama, our sister city to tlic west. Both were ordcre 
to be sealed ssith magma, but worker clone burcaucrati 
ineptitude has stalled the execution of the decree.’' 

“My God, you’re one long-winded dude,” Bichan 
said. “Wicrc’s the prooP” 

“The cavern our submersible ended up in?” Surann 
jcstioncd. “Was that what you tall an exit port?” 
“Exactly,” Arak said. 

“Is it normally filled with sc.matcr?” Suzanne asked. 
“C!orrcct again,” Arak said 

•Suzanne nirned to Perry. “No wonder Sea Moun 
•lympus was never picked up bv Geosat. The scamoun 
nesn’t have the mas,i to be scn.sed on a gravimeter.” 

“Gome on!” Richard complained. “Enough stallinc 
ct’s .see the proolV 

“Okay. Richard.” Arak said patiently. “WTty don't yo 
iggest some pericxi in your history that yt)u would car 
> f)b.scrve from our reference files. The more ancient th 
etter in order to make my point.” 

Richard looked at Michael for help. 

“How about gladiators,” Michael said. “I/:t’s sc 
)mc Roman gladiators.” 

“Gladiatori.al combat could be seen," Arak said rcluc 
ntly. “Rut such violent recordings arc under stric 
msorship. To view them w,)uld require special dispen 
ition by the Council of F.lden,. Perhaps another cr 
ould be more suitable.” 

“This is goddamn ridiculous!” Richard voiced. 

“Try to control yourself, sailor,” Donald snapped. 
“Ixt me understand what you mean,” Suz.annc said 
\rc you suggesting that you have recordings of all o 
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human history, and you want us to suggest some Iiis- 
torical time so we can see some images of it?” 

“Precisely,” Arak answered. 

“How about tlic Middle Agc.s?” Suzanne said. 

“That’s a rather large era,” Arak said. “Can you be 
more specific?” 

- “Okay,” Suzanne said. . “How about fourteenth- 
century France.” 

“That’s during the Hundred Years’ War,” Arak said 
wnthout enthusiasm. “It’s curious even you. Dr. Kewell; 
request images from such a violent time. But then again, 
you second-generation humans have had a violent 
record.” 

“Show people at play, not war,” Suzanne said. 

Arak touched the kc>’pad on his console and then 
leaned fonvard to speak into a small microphone at its 
center. Almost immediately the room’s illumination 
dimmed, and the floor screen came alive with blurred 
images flashing by at an incredible speed. Captivated, 
everyone leaned over the low wall and watched. 

Presently the images slowed, then stopped. The pro- 
jected scene was crystal clear with natural « (>!oring and 
perfect holographic tliree dimension. It was of a small 
wheat field in the late summer from an altimdc of about 
four or five hundred feet. A group of people had paused in 
tlicir harvest acuviries. Their scythes were haphazardly 
strew'n around several blankets on which a modest meal 
was spread. Tlte audio was of summer cicadas buzzing 
intermittently. 

“This is not interesting,” Arak said after a quick 
glance. “It’s not going to be proof of anything. Other 
than the people’s crude garments, there is no indication 
of the time frame. Let’s let the search recommence.” 
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Before anyone could respond the screen again blurred 
as thousands of images flashed by. It was dizzying to 
watch the rapid flickering, but soon it again slowed and 
then stopped. 

“Ah, this is much better,” Arak exclaimed. Now the 
view \MS of a c.istlc erected on a rocky prominence that 
was hosting a tournament of some kind. The v’antage 
point was sigiiificandy higher than the previous scene. 
The coloration <if the vegetation around tlie castle walls 
suggested mid .lunimn. The courtyard was packed tvith 
boisterous people whose voices formed a muted murmur. 
Evcrj’one was dressed in colorful medieval attire. Heraldic 
pennants snapped in the breeze. At either end of a long, 
low log fence running down tfic center of tlic courtyard, 
wo knights were in the final preparations for a joust. 
Their culurftilly caparisoned horses were facing each 
other, pawing with excitement. 

“How are these pictures taken?” Perry asked. He was 
transfixed bv the image. 

“It's a standard recording device,” Arak said. 

“I mean from wh.u vantage point?" Perry asked. 
“Some kind ('flK'licopter?” 

Arak and Sufa Laughed. “Excuse our giggles,” Arak 
.said. “A helicopter is your technology. Not ours. Besides, 
such a vehicle would be too intrusive. These images avcrc 
taken by a small, silent, unmanned antigravity ship hov- 
ering at about tw enty thou.sand feet.” 

“Hey, Holhwood docs tlais sniff all the time,” Richard 
s,aid. “Big deal’ This is not proof.” 

“If this is a set it’s the most realistic one I’ve ever 
seen,” Suzanne said. She leaned closer. As far as she wsis 
concerned the detail w-as far more than Hollj-xyood was 
capable of. 
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As they watclicd, the attendant pages of die armored 
kniglits stepped hack, and the men-at-arms lowered their 
lances. Witii a crisp fanfare sounding, the two horses 
charged forward on opp(»sitc sides of the log fence. As 
they hore down on each other the cheering of the crowd 
mushroomed. Then, just before the horsemen made 
contact, the screen went blank. A moment later it 
reverted back to its inirial phosphorescent blue. A 
message window popped up and said; “Scene censored. 
Apply to Council of Klders.” 

“Damn!” Michael voiced. “I was getting into it. Who 
the hell won; the guy in green or the guy in red.” 

“Richard’s right,” Donald said suddenly, ignoring 
Michael. “These scenes can be staged too easily.” 

“Perhaps,” Arak said without taking the slightest 
offense. “Rut I can show you whatever you want. We 
wouldn't be able to stage the full complement of first- 
generation history subject to your on-the-spot whim.” 

“Mow about something more ancient?” Perry sug- 
gested. “How about Neolithic times in the same location 
where the castle was.” 

“C'lever ideal” Ar.ak said. “I’ll plug in the coordinates 
without a specific time other than, say, prior to ten thou- 
sand years ago, and let the search engine see if there is an 
image in storage.” 

The screen again came to life. Once again images 
flashed by. This time the Hashing continued much longer. 

Suzanne touched Perry’s arm. She leaned toward him 
when he turned to her. “1 think we’re looking at real 
images,” she said. 

“1 do, too,” Perry said. “Can you imagine the tcch- 
nolog)' involved!” 

“I’m thinking less about the technologt' than die fact 
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that this place is real,” Suzanne whispered. “We’re not 
dreaming all this.” 

“Ah!” Arak commented. “I can tell the search has 
found something. And the rime frame will be in the 
twcnty-fivc-thousand-ycar range.” As he spoke, the 
images .slowed and again stopped. 

TTic scene was the same rocky prominence although 
there was no castle. Instead the croNvn of die hill was 
dominated by a short escarpment undercut in the center 
to form a shallow cave. Grouped around the entrance to 
the cave was an assemblage of Neanderthals clothed in fur 
and working on crude implements. 

“It docs look like the same place,” Perry commented. 

As everyone watched, the image telescoped in on the 
domestic scene. 

“And the pictures arc clearer,” Perry added. 

“At that rime we didn’t worry about our ships being 
seen,” Arak explained, “so we felt comfortable dropping 
dowTi to a mere hundred feet or so to study behavior.’* 

As they w'atched, one of the Neanderthal men straiglit- 
cned up from scraping a hide. In the process of stretching 
he happened to look straight up. When he did, his brutish 
face suddenly went blank, and his mouth dropped open in 
a mixture of surprise and terror. Tlic image on the screen 
was close enough and clear enough to reveal his large 
square teeth. 

“Well/’ Arak commented, “here’s an example of our 
anrigravity drone being seen. Tlic poor devil probably 
thinks he’s being visited by the gods.” 

“My gosh,” Suzanne said. “He’s trying to get the 
others to look up!” 

“'Pheir language was very limited,” Arak said. “But I 
know that there ivas another subspecies in this same rime 
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fV.inic ;ind in the same general area tliat you called the 
Cro-Magnon. Their language skills were far better.’’ 

The Neandcrtlial grunred and leaped up and down 
while pointing toward the camera .Soon the entire group 
was looking skyward. Several of the women with young 
children immeiliately .scooped their babic.s into titcir arms 
and disappeared into the cave while others dashesi out. 

One enterprising man bent dow n, picked up an egg- 
si/ed stone, and hurled it skyward. The missile 
approached, then went out of'sigin to the side, 

‘Nr>i a bad arm,” Michael said. ‘‘’I'he Red Sox could 
use him out in center field.” 

,\rak touched his eon.sole anil the image faded. At the 
same time the lights w'cnt up in the toom. Kveryonc 
moved back in their seats. Arak and Sufa looked around 
the room. The visitor.s w'crc all ijuiet for the moment, 
even Richard. 

‘A\^iat was the supposed slate of that recording?” 
I’ei ry asked finally. 

.•\rak consulted, his console. “In vour calendar it would 
h.ive becn july fourteenth, 23.^42 i'. t 

“Oidn’t it bother you people that vour camera pint- 
form w.rs seen?” Su7anne asked The image of the 
Neanderthal'.s face was haunting lier. 

“Wc were staiting to be conternesl about detection,” 
.'\rak agrees!, “'fhere was even some talk among our con- 
sersativc wing at the time to elimin.atc cognitive beings 
from the surface oi’thc earth.” 

“Wiry would you be concerneil .ibout such primitive 
petiple?” Perry asked. 

“Purely to avoid detection,” .^rak said. “t)b\io(isly 
twenty-five thousaiisl years ags), due U' tlie primitivism of 
your civilization, it slidn't martei but wc knew it would. 
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eventually. We know that our ships have been sighted 
occasionally even in your modern times, and it docs 
concern us. ThankRilly the sightings have mostly been 
greeted wntli di.sbclicf. or if not with disbelief tlien wth 
the idea that our interplanetary ships have come from 
someplace else in tlic universe, not from within the earth 
itself.” 

“Wait a second,” Donald said suddenly. “I don’t like 
to rain on anyone’s p.iradc, but I don’t think this little 
show you’re putting on here proves anything at all. It 
w'ould be too easy to pull this off with computer-gener- 
ated images. W’hy don't you cut all this gibbcrisli, and just 
tell us who you represent and what you want from us.” 

For a moment no one spoke. Arak and Sufa leaned over 
ami consulted with one another sotto voce. Then they 
conferred with Ismael and Mary. After a short, hushed 
conference, the hosts repositioned themselves back in 
their chairs. Arak looked directly at Donald 

“Mr Fuller, your skepticism is fully understandable,” 
* Arak said. “We’re not sure everyone else shares your sus- 
picions. Perhaps later they can influence your opinion. 
Of course there will be more proof as your introduction 
proceeds, and I’m confident that you will be w'on over. 
Meanwhile, we’d like to beg for your patience for a while 
longer.” 

Donald did not respond. He merely glared back at 
Arak. 

“Let’s move on.” .Arak said. “And allow me to give 
you a capsule history of Interterra. To do that we mii.st 
begin in your dom.iin, the earth’s surface. Life there 
began about five hundred million years after the earth 
formed and took several billion years to evolve, '/our 
earth scientists arc well aware of this. What they arc not 
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aware of is that we, the first-generation humans, twolvcc 
about five hundred and fifu' million years ago during evo 
lution’s first phase. 'Fhe reason your scientnts arc unaware 
of this first phase is because almost the entire fossilizee 
record of it disappeared dunng a time we call the DarJ 
Period. More about that later. I irst sse have some image! 
of these early times of our cisilizatirin. but the qualirs' i: 
not gotjd ” 

The light dimmed progressive I v. In the gathering dark- 
ness Suzanne and Perry exchanged glances, bur didn’t 
speak. Their attention vs'as s<»on direaed at the flooi 
screen. After another flickering interval a scene appeared 
taken at eye Ics’cl, depicting an rnvirt'mnent similar to die 
one the visitors had seen in Intcrtcria 'llic main differ- 
ence was tViat the buildings were white instead of black 
although the shapes' were similar And the people 
appeared like nornnl human beings they weren’t all 
gorgeous and they were engaged m a variety of cverj'day 
tasks. 

“Watching these scenes makes us smile at our own 
primitivencss,” Sufa said. 

“Indeed,” Arak agreed. “We didn't have worker 
clones at that ancient time.” 

Suzanne cleared her throat. She was trying to sort 
through everything Arak was sayinp. ,\s an cardi scientist, 
his lecture collided witn everything .she knew about evo- 
lution in general and human evolution in particular. “Arc 
you suggesting that thc.se images v c'rc .seeing are from 
five hundred and fifty million years ago’” 

“That’s correct,”, Arak answered. He .suppressed a 
'lugh. He and Sufa were appaicntly amused by the antics 
of an individual trying to lift a block of .stone. “Excuse us 
from finding this so funny,’’ he said. “We hav en’t seen any 
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of these sequences for J very long time, it was back when 
we had something akin to your nauoualitics, altliough 
they disappeared after tlic first fift>' thousand years of our 
history. Wars disappeared at the same time, as you miglit 
imagine. As you can sec, the surface of the earth was very 
different from how it is now, and it is tliat appearance that 
we have re-created here m Interterra Back then there was 
just one supcrcontincnt and one supercKcan.” 

“Wltat happened?” .Su7anne asked. “Why did your civ- 
ilization choose to go undergrtmnd?” 

“Because of the Dark I'eriod,” Ar.ik said. “Our civiliz- 
ation had almost a million years of pcaccftti progress until 
we became aware of onunrms developments in a galaxy 
close to ours. Within a •■dauvely short time a series of 
cataclysmic supernova explosions occurred, effectively 
showering earth witlf >:m»ugh radiation to dissipate the 
ozone layer. We could have dealt with that, but our scien- 
tists also recognized that these galactic events also upset 
the delicate balance of the solar svitem’s asteroid popu- 
lation. It became eddent the earth was to be showered 
witit planctcsimal eolhsions, just as had happened when it 
was in its primordial state ” 

“For crying out ii>uvl'” Richard moaned. “I can’t take 
muclt more of this ” 

“Quiet, Richard' ” Suzanne snapped without taking 
her eyes off Arak “So Inicrtcrra was driven under- 
ground.” 

“Exactly,” Arak said, “We knew the surface of the 
earth would become uninhabitable. It was a desperate 
time. We searched the solar sy’stcm for a new home 
without success, and had not yet developed the time tech- 
nology to search other galaxies. Then it was suggested 
that our only chance for survival was to move under- 
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prouiul, or actually under the ocean. We had the 
tcchnolog)’ so v.’c did it in a miraculously short time. And 
very soon after we moved, the world as we knew it was 
consumed in deadly radiation, asteroidal bombardment, 
and geological upheaval. It was a close call c*vcn under 
the protective layer of the occ-n, because at one point the 
cKean came close to boiling away from the intense heat. 
All life forms on cartli were destroyed except for some 
primitive bacteria, some viruses, and a bit of blue-green 
ale.^e.’' 

Suddenly the screen went blank and the illumination in 
the room returned. 

Evcr\’one was quiet. 

“Well, there you have it,” Arak said. “A concentrated 
capsule of Intcrtcrran history and scientific fact. Now, I’m 
sure you’ll have questions ” 

“How long did the Dark Period Ixst?” Suzanne asked. 

“A little more than tvs-enty-five thousand years,” Arak 
answered. 

Suzanne shook her head in amazement and disbelief, 
yet it all made a certain amount of scientific sense. And 
most important, it explained the reality she presently 
found herself in. 

“But you stayed under the ocean,” Perry said. “Why 
didn’t your people return to the earth’s surface?” 

“For two main reasons,” Arak said. “First, we had 
cvcrv'th'mg we needed and we’d become accustomed to 
our ensironment. And second, w'hen surface life evolved 
anew, the bacteria and xiru.ses that developed were organ- 
isms to which we had never been exposed. In other 
w’ords, by the time the climate would have permitted our 
reemcrgcncc, the biosphere was antigenically inimical to 
us. Perhaps deadly is a better word, unless we were willing 
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to go through a strenuous adaptation. And so here w 
remain, very happy and content especially since liei 
under the ocean we arc not at titc whim of nature. Of a 
the universe we Itavc visited thus far, thi.s small plane 
is the best suited to the human organism.” 

“Now I understand why we had to go through such 
strenuous decontamination," Suzanne said. “\W had t 
be microorganism-free " 

“Exactly.” Arak said. “ And at tlje sarhc time you hai 
to be adapted to our organisms.’ 

“In other wordi,'” Suzanne continued, “cvolulioi 
occurred mice on earth with essentially the sami 
outcome.” 

“.Almost the same outcome,” Arak said. “There wen 
some differences in certain species. At first we w'cre sur 
prised about this, but then it made sense in that ih< 
original DNA is the same Multicellular life evolved fron 
the same blue-green algae in both instances and- will 
approximately the same climatic conditions.” 

“Which is wht you refer to yourselves as first-gener- 
ation humans," Suzanne said, “and to us as second- 
generation iiumans " 

Arak smiled vsitli satisfaction. “We counted on your 
understanding all this as rapidly as you have. Dr. Newell,” 
he said. 

Suzonne tiirncii to Perry and Donald. “Scientific 
studies confirm some of this," she said. “Both geological 
and oceanographic evidence suggest there was an ancient 
.single continent on earth, tailed Pangaea.” 

“Excuse me,” Arak said “1 don’t mean to interrupt, 
but that's not the same as f>ur tinginal continent. Pangaea 
fitrincil dc novo during the latter part of the Dark Prrif>d 
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“Whatabout the rest ofyou?” Arak asked. 

‘Til go,” Suza^c said. 

' “Of course rii go,” Perry said when Arak looked at 
him. 

When it was Donald’s turn fie merely nodded. 

“Wonderful,” Arak said. He stood. “Now if you’ll give 
Sufa and me a few minutes by remaining in your scats, 
we’ll make the arrangements.” He extended a hand ; 
toward Sufe, and she rose as well. Together they exited 
the small conference room. 

Perry shook his head. “I feel shell-shocked. This whole 
situation keeps getting more and more unbelievable,” 

“I’m not sure I believe anything,” Donald said. 

“Ironically enough, it seems to me to be too fantastic . 
not to be true,” Suzanne said. “And it all makes a certain 
amount of scientific sense.” She looked over at Ismael and 
Mary Black, who had been sitting patiently. “Please, folks, 
tell us your story. Is it true you are fixijn the surface 
world?” 

“Yes, it is,” Ismael said. 

“From where?” Perry asked. 

“From Gloucester, Massachusetts,” Mary said. 

“No kidding,” Michael said. He sat up. “Hey, I’m 
fi'om Massachusetts, too: Chelsea. Ever been there?” 

“I’ve heard of it,” Ismael said. “But I’ve never been 
there.” 

“Everybody from the North Shore has been to 
Chelsea,” Michael said wiih a snicker. “Because one end 
of die Tobin Bridge sits on it.” 

“I’ve neser heard of the Tobin Bridge,” Ismael said. 
Michael’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. 

“How’d you nvo end up doum here in Interterra?” 
Richard questioned. 
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“Wc were very' lucky,” Mary said. “Very lucky indeed, 
ust like you people.” 

“Were you diving?” Perry asked. 

“No,” Ismael said. “We ran into a terrible storm en 
oute from tlic Azores to America. Wc should have 
iro\vncd like the others on our ship. But, as Maryjsaid, 
VC were lucky, and wc were inadvertendy rescued by an 
intcrtcrran interplanetary vehicle. Wc literally got sucked 
ntd the same exit port you people did and were then 
■evived by the Interterrans.’' 

“What was the name of your ship?” Donald asked. 

“It was called the Tempest," Ismael said, “which 
aimed out to be rather appropriate considering the fate. 
It was a schooner out of Gloucester.” 

“A schooner?” Donald questioned suspiciously. “Wliat 
^'car did diis happen?” 

“Ixt’s see,” Mary said, “I was sixteen. That makes it 
eighteen hundred and one.” 

“Oh, for chrissakc,” Donald muttered. He closed his 
eyes and ran a hand over his bald head. He’d shaved that 
morning. “And you people wonder why I’m skeptical?” 

“Mary', that's just about nvo hundred years ago,” 
Suzanne said. 

“I know,” Mary said. “It’s hard to believe, but isn’t it 
wonderful? Lxiok how young wc look.” 

“You expect us . to believe that you arc over two 
hundred ycare old?” Perry questioned. 

“It’s going to take time for you to comprehend the 
world that you arc now in,” Mary said. “All I can say is 
that you should try' to avoid ’making any hardened 
opinions until you’ve seen and heard more. Wc can 
remember how wc felt when wc were being subjected to 
the same information. And remember, for us it was even 
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more astounding since your technology has come a long 
way in the last ^o hundred years.” 

“I second Mary’s advice,” Ismael said. “Try to keep'in 
mind what Arak said at the beginning of the session. Time 
has a different meaning here in Interterra. In fiict, Inter- 
terrans don’t die the way they do on the surface.” 

. “My ass they don’t die,” Michael whispered. 

“Shut up,” Bichard stdiispcrcd back through clenched 
teeth. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


To ferry and the others the air taxi looked the same as the 
one they’d been in the day before, but Arak said it was a 
newer model and far superior. Regardless, it whisked die 
group in- a similarly effortless and silent fashion from 
die visitors’ palace grounds into the busding city. 

“Immigrants usually spend an entire week in the con- 
ference room before venturing out like this,’’ Sufa said. 
“It ’can be taxing to the intellect as well as die emotions. 
We hope we’re not pushing you too fast.” 

“Do you have any thoughts about this?” Arak asked. 
“We’re certainly open to suggestions.” 

The group eyed each other, each hoping another 
would respond. As Sufa intimated, the situation was stu- 
pefying, especially with the cloud of other air taxis zipping 
by in every conceivable direction. The fact that there were 
no collisions was astounding in and of itself. 

“Doesn’t anybody have an opinion?” Arak persisted. 

“Everything is overwhelming,” Perry admitted. “So 
it’s hard to have an opinion. But I believe from my per- 
spective,. the more I see, the better. Merely experiencing 
your technology like this air taxi makes cvciything you’ve 
said more credible.” 

“What arc you going to show us?” Suzanne a.deil. 

“Tliat was a difficult decision,” Arak .«.iid. '‘It’.s wliy 
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Sufa and I took so long arranging things. It was hard to 
decide where to start.’.* 

Before Arak could finish, the hovercraft came to a 
sudden stop then rapidly descended. A moment later the 
exit port appeared where previously there had not even 
been a scam. 

“How docs the door open like that?” Perry asked. 

“It’s a molecular transformation in the composite 
natcrial,” Arak said. He gestured for cvetyone to dis- 
:mbaric. 

Perry leaned over to Suzanne as he got up. “As if that’s 
in explanation,” he complained. 

The air taxi had deposited the group in front of a 
elatively low, windouicss structure sheathed in the same 
slack basalt as all the other buildings. Its sides were about 
i hundred feet long and twenty feet high, and they 
slanted in at sixty degrees to create a squat, truncated 
jyramid. There was little pedestrian traffic. Even so, the 
uoment the secondary humans appeared, a crowd began 
:o form. 

“I hope you people don’t mind being celebrities,” 
\rak said. “As I'm sure you realized from last night, all of 
Jaranta is thrilled about your arrival.” 

The gathering crowd was boisterous but polite. Those 
:Iosest to the visitors eagerly put out their hands in an 
rfibrt to press palms with them. Richard and Michael 
vere happy to oblige, especially with the women. Arak 
had to act like a border collie to get the group through 
the door, particularly the two divers. The crowd respect- 
fully stayed outside. 

“I’m liking this place more and more,” Richard said. 

“I’m glad,” Arak said. 

“Everyone is remarkably fiicndly,” Suzanne said. 



“Of course,” Sufa said. “It is our nature. Besides, ye 
people arc extraordinarily entertaining.” 

Suzanne glanced at I^nald to see his reaction. All I 
did was ^vc ah almost imperceptible nod, as if his su 
pidons were confirmed. 

' Inside the group found themselves in a large squaj 
room with a black interior instead of the usual white, 
was quite plain, with no decoration, furniture, or eve 
doors save for the entrance. A number of Interterrar 
were standing in the room facing blank walls. When the 
saw who had arrived, they became animated. 

■ Arak husded the five through the well-wishers to a 
empty section of wall and murmured into his wrist con 
municator. To the group’s astonishment, the wall bcfoi 
them opened the same way the air' taxis had. Ara 
shepherded them into a small cubicle beyond. 

“Sometirne you’ve got to explain to me how thi 
opening and dosing works,” Perry said to Arak. Perry pu 
his hand on die wall once he’d stepped into the smallc; 
but equally blank room/Thc material’s texture and heal 
conductivity suggested to. him something akin to fiber- 
glass. 

“Grrtainly,” x\rak said, but he was distracted by talking 
into his communicator. A moment later the wall sealed 
over and the room plunged. 

Everyone instinctively grabbed onto whomever was 
next to them as focy became practicalh’ wd^dcss. 

“My God!” Michael blurted. “The room is faffing.” 

“It’s only an elevator,” Araksaid. 

AIl the second-generation humans laughed sdf-ccn- 
sdously. 

“Hey, how was I supposed to know?” Michael com- 
plained. He thought people were laughing at Hr-. 
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“Qctting back to the decision of what to show you 
tirst,” Arak said. “Sufe and I dedded to do the opposite of 
what you .might do on the surfece. Instead of showing 
you life from the cradle to the grave, we thought wcM 
ch«w vnii lift- from the gtavc to the cradle.” Arak smirked 
nr illogical inversion and Suta joined. 

: be going rather deep,” Suzanne said. She 
iccupicd by the surroundings to respond .to 
lent. Although there was no noise or per- 
nent, the comparative weightlessness gave a 
speed of the descent. 

;oing deep indeed,” Arak said. “As a conse- 
11 be a bit warm doivn herc.^’. 
r the descent slowed, and everyone braced 
istinctivcly. Perry put his hand back on the 
a pulse of heat prior to its opening up. Arak 
the way out. 

lluminatcd corridors stretched out in three 
xaight ahead and to either side. Each was a 
spcctivc. Multiple other corridors could be 
i at right angles. 

t the clcs-ator was a small, open vehicle. It 
c same technology as the air taxi since it was 
Jcndcd several feet off the floor. Arak 
>r cs'cryonc to board. Perry and Suzanne 
dong with Sufa, but Donald hesitated, cffcc- 
ig Richard and Michael. He looked up and 
ipparcndy endless hallways. As Arak had 
air was warm. The top of Ills head glistened 

with sweat. 

“Please,” Arak said, gesturing again toward a scat on 
the small antigravity bus. 
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“This looks like some kind of prison,”. Donald said 
suspiciously. 

“It is not a prison,” Arak assured him. “There are no 
prisons in Intertcrra.” 

Michael glanced at Richard and gave a thumbs-up sign. 

“If it’s not a prison, ui>at is it?” Donald asked. 

“It’s a catacomb,” Arak said. “There’s no need to be 
concerned. It is.entircly safe, and we’ll only be here for a 
short, instructive vi.sit.” 

Reluctantly, Dondd stepped up into the bus. It was 
apparent he wasn’t much more tlirillcd about being in a 
burial vault than he had been about being in a prison. 
Richard and Michael followed. Once Arak was seardd, he 
spoke into -the microphone on the console. Within 
seconds they were shooting along the corridor like a silent 
express train save for the sound of the wind. 

Tlic reason for the vehicle was apparent after they had 
been vmderway fora few minutes. Traveling as quickly as 
they were at a speed magnihed by the proximity of the 
walls, they covered a great distance in what turned out to 
be an enormous, subterranean labyrinthine grid. After a 
quarter hour and a half dozen dizzying right-angle turns, 
the vehicle slowed and stopped. 

Small rooms budded off each corridor, and into one of 
these Arak direacd the group. Donald made it plain he 
was not happy to be so isolated and stayed by the 
entrance. 

The walk of the small room were filled with ruches. 
Arak went to a particular niche chest-high and pulled out 
a box and a book. “I haven’t been here for a long time,” 
he said. He brushed off dust firom both objects. “This box 
is my tomb.” He held it up; It was bhek and about the 



a shoebox. “And this book contains a list of 
:s of all my previous deaths.” 

11!” Richard blurted. “Now you want us to believe 
risen from the dead! And not ontc but rather, a 
of times. Come on, man!” 

mne found herself nodding as Richard put words 
own reaction. Just when she was be^nning to - 
everything she’d been told, Arak had to come out 
statement that totally defied credulity. She glanced 
7 to see if he had the same response. But Perry 
msfixed by the book, which Arak had placed in his 

k carefully opened the lid of the box, looked in, and 
assed it around for the others to examine. Suzanne 
d in icluctantly, unsure of what she was going to 
turned out to be only a mat of hair, 
k and Suft both smiled. It was as if they were . 
\g enjoyment out of their guests’ confusion. 

:t me explain,” Arak said “In the box is a lock of 
om each of my former bodies. The bodies them- 
havc been returned to the molten asthenosphcrc, _ 
is not far from where we arc standing. As you might 
everything is recycled in Interterra.” 
don’t understand this book,” Perry said. He flipped 
jh some of the pages, glancing at the columns of 
.ritten figures, which made no sense as dates in the 
>rian calendar. As an added complication there were 
edsofthem. 

au’re not supposed to,” Arak said tvith a playful ^ 
“Not yet. Or at least not until we go up to the 
srocessing hall.” He took the book from Pciry and 
cd it along ssith the box in the niche, 
nfused the group followed Arak out of the small 
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room and reboarded the andgravity vehicle, the inbound 
trip seemed to take less time than the outbound ^d soon 
they were back to the elevator. 

“If we’re supposed to get something out of this little 
visit, it didn’t work,” Suzanne said as they entered the lift. 
“It will,” Arak assured her. “Hav^e a little patience.” 
They exited the elevator onto a busy floor thronged 
with primary humans and a few worker clones. It was so 
crowded it was difficult for the group to stay together, 
especially when a number of individuals recognized the 
secondary humans from the gala the night before and 
mohbed them in hopes of pressing palms. Richard and 
Michael were particularly sought after. 

Despite this congestion, Arak and Sufa vv'cre eventually 
able to herd their chaises over to a large screen. On the 
screen were hundreds of names of individuals followed by 
room numbers and times. Arak scanned it for a few 
moments before finding a name he recognized. 

“Well, well,” Arak said to Sufa. He pointed to one of 
the names. “Rcesta has decided to pass on. How wonder- 
fully conveniei.. And he has rcser\’cd room thirty-seven. 
That couldn’t be better. It’s one of the newer rooms with 
the download apparatus in fiill view.” 

'it's about time he passed on,” Sufa commented. 
“He’s been full of complaints with that body for years. 

“It will be perfect for our purposes,” Arak said. 

“Perhaps, with tliat decided. I’ll nm over to the 
^pa^-ning center,” Sufa said. “It will give me a ^ 

ptepare things and let the clones know the group "i 

over shortly.” 

‘Wonderful idea,” Arak said. “VVe should ^ 

^'ithin the hour. Sec if you can manage to haie an 
'litciboutthattime.” - ■ 
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remembered him as one of the two men who’d joined her 
and Garona. “He hardJy looks like he is about to pass 
on.” To her he appeared to be the picture of health and 
the archetype of masculine attractiveness with thick dark 
hair, flawless skin, and sparkling eyes. She guessed he was 
in his late thirties. 

“This is hardly a mournful wake,” Perry commented. 

“Thank you, Recsta,” Arak said. “I didn’t think you 
would mind if our visitors looked in on your party. Did 
you meet them at the celebration last night?” 

“I had the honor of meeting Dr. Newell,” Rcesta said. 
He bowed to Suzanne and then extended his upright 
palm. 

Self-consciously, Suzanne touched her own palm with 
his. He beamed. 

“Let me present Perry, Donald, Richard, and 
Michael,” Arak said. He pointed toward the men as he 
spoke. Recsta responded by bovstng to each in turn. 
Richard and Michael were not paying much attention. 
They were more interested in the female guests, sc\xral of 
whom they’d seen the previous night. 

“Sufa and I have decided to show' our \isitors some of 
our culture,” Arak continued. “We’re doing it before 
ntuch explanation. We thought it might reduce the dis- 
belief usually encountered in orientation.” 

“A wonderful plan,” Recsta commented. “Come in! 
Please.” He stepped out of the way and graciously ges- 
tured for them to enter. 

“So they have no idea what this celebration is for?” 
Recsta asked as the second-generation humans filed info 
the room. 

“Not really,” Arak said. 
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“Ah, such wonderful innocence,” Rccsta commented. 
“It’s so refreshing.” 

“But we did jtist come from a visit to my niche,” Arak 
added. “Yet I purposefully did not j^vc them a full rncpla- 
nation.” 

“A masterful approach,” Rccsta commented while 
iking and giving Arak a nudge with his elbow. Then he 
>kcd at the group, before locking eyes with Suzanne, 
bday is an important day for me. Today this body of 
ne dies.” 

Suzanne could not help but recoil at this new's. Not 
ly did the man appear perfectly hale, but he acted it as 
;ll. The announcement even got Richard and Michael’s 
ention. 

“Ah, but do not despair,” Rccsta said, smiling at Suz- 
nc’s unease. “Here in Interterra it is a reasonably happy 
ne, more in the realm of an inconvenience or nuisance, 
id for me it is none too soon This body was somewhat 
a lemon from the beginning. I’ve had to replace many 
the organs and the knees twice. Every day it seems that 
ere is another problem. It’s been an endless struggle, 
id I’ve just heard this morning that the downtime has 
opped to only four years due to lack of current demand, 
ir some reason, no one is d>'ing these days.” 

“Only four years!” Arak exclaimed. “Tnat’s w'on- 
;rflil! I was wondering why you decided so almiptly. 
niy 1^ week you’d said you were thinking about doing 
mething over the next couple of years.” 

“It’s one of those things that never seems to be con- 
nient,” Rccsta said, “I had been putting it off, I have to 
.mit. But now I can’t pass up this current, short down- 
nc offer.” 
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“Excuse me,” Perry said. “I’m confused, but how 
long do you people generally live in Interterra?” 

“It depends on what you’re talking about,” Rcesta said 
witli a twinkle in his eye. “There’s a big difference 
betw'cen the body and the essence in terms of life span.” 

“Each body generally lasts two to three hlilldrcd 
years,” Arak said. “But there can be exceptions.” 

“As I’ve had to learn the hard way,” Rcesta added. 
“I’ve only gotten one hundred and eighty out of this one. 
It’s been the worst one I’ve had.” 

“Arc you suggesting that mind-body dualism is a fact 
in Interterra?” Suzanne said. 

“We arc indeed,” Arak said. He smiled like a proud 
parent. Then to Rcesta he added: “Dr. Newell is a quick 
study.” 

“That’s apparent,” Rcesta said. 

“What die hell arc you people talking about?” Richard 
asked. 

“If you’d listen instead of gawk you might have a 
better idea,” Suzanne said. 

“Pafdon me!” Richard said, faking an English accent. 

. “What do you mean by essence?” Perry questioned. 

“I mean your mind, your personality, the fiill comple- 
ment of your spiritual and mental, being,” Arak said. 
“Everything that makes you you. And here in Interterra 
essences live forever. They are transferred intact from an 
old body to a new one.” 

Both Suzanne and Perry erupted with a slew of ques- 
tions, then Perry tried to defer to Suzanne. But Arak 
raised his hands to quiet them both. 

“Remember we arc intruders here,” he said. “I’m sure 
you have many questions. That’s the purpose of this visit. 
But it is rude to interrupt this private time, and I will 
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c^^lairi moire of the details later.” Then he turned to 
:^csta. “Thank you, my friend. We won’t bother you any 
Ibhgct. Congratulations, and have a good rest.” 

' “There is hb heed to thank me,” Rccsta said. “It is an 
honoF for me that'you have brought these guests. Their 
presence rriikcs this occasion that much more special.” 

“We’ll communicate later,” Arak said. “Wfoen arc you 
going tb die!*’ He begim to herd the group back throu^i 
the door.' ‘ 

“Sometime later,” Recsta said casually. “We hav^c the 
room for several more hours. But wait!” 

Arak stopped and turned back to his fnend. 

' “I just got an idea,” Rcesta said with excitement. 
“Perhaps our second- generation guests would like to see 
me die.” 

“That’s a very generous offer,” Arak said. “We cer- 
tainly do not want to^ impose, but it would be 
instructive.” 

“It’s no imposition,” Rccsta said, warming to the idea. 
“Fve had enough of tlus party, and they can surely keep 
going svithout my physical presence.” 

“Tlicn we accept,” Arak said. He waved for Richard 
and Michael to come back since tlic bored divers had 
moved out into the hall. 

* • ‘T'hopc this isn’t gruesome,” Suzanne whispered to 
Ai^r ' 

“Certainly not in comparison to what you people 
Watch' for' cntcttaihmcrtt in your surface world,” Arak 
said. 

Rccsta used his wrist communicator before making a 
ciFcuif afoiind the robin to press palms with everyone 
present This caifsed a building sense of excitement. Then 
he apprdadicd the table svith the box 'and 'tlic book. As he 
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did so the crowd began to cheer. First he cur a lock of his 
hair and put it inside the box. Next he entered a dare in 
the book and the cheering reached a crescendo. 

A door appeared next to the MRI-like machine and 
two worker clones stepped into the room. Both carried 
golden goblets which they gave to Recsta. Reesta held 
the goblets aloft and the crowd went silent. Then Rccsta 
drained both vessels, one after the other. 

Applause followed the drinking. Recsta bowed to his 
guests and even to the secondary humans. Then the two 
clones helped him climb into the threc-foot-widc opening 
of the MRT-likc machine. He entered feet first and slid in 
until his head was well vidthin the lip. At that point a 
mirror dropped down so that Rccsta could look back at 
his guests and his guests could sec his face. After a final 
wave, Rccsta closed his eyes and appeared to settle down 
as if in sleep. 

One of the worker clones stepped to the side of the 
apparatus and placed his hand palm down on a white 
square. Almost immediately a hum could be heard fol- 
lowed by a reddish glow that filled the apparatus’s 
af>crturc. A moment later Rccsta’s body went rigid and 
his eyes flew open. This tcntaic state was maintained for 
several minutes, after which Rccsta’s body went flaccid, 
his eyes sank in their sockets, and his mouth sagged in 
death. 

The murmuring crowd fell silent. The red glow within 
the opening of the machine faded and the hum dissipated. 
Next, a powerful sucking sound could be hoard, followed 
by the thump of a large valve closing, and Rccsta’s body 
disappeared from sight. One minute it was in plain \icw, 
tlic next minute it was gone. 

The crowd remained still and mute. Seconds ticked 
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away. Suzanne was confused emotionally as well as 
Icctually, Death in any form disturbed her. She haza 
glance at Perry. He shrugged his shoulders in cqu 
bewilderment. 

“So, is that it>” Bichard queried. 

Arak gestured for him to be silent and to wait. 

Michael shifted his weight and yawned. 

AH at once there was a simultaneous activat 
everyone’s wrist communicators, including those 
ccondary humans. Although Ismael and Mary Bla^ 
dven them the simple instructions to use the r 
vhich involved merely speaking into them in an ex 
ory fashion — no one had actually tried them y 
vhen Recsta's voice issued forth, the five were 
back. 

“Hello, my fnends Bjccsu’s voice said. “AH i 
Death was successful and without complication. Si 
II in four years, but don’t forget to communicate.” 

A general cheer arose from the primary human 
hey enthusiastically touched palms with cadi ot 
ibdous celebration. 

“Death’s no big deal down here,” Michael whii 
o BJehard 

“Yeah, but I think it’s got to be done in this ; 
i^ay,” Richard whispered back. 

“This is a good time for us to leave,” Arak sa 
inobtrusively as possible, he shepherded the sccc 
lumans out into the hallway and then directed then 
oward the elevators. Suzaime and Perry were I 
[ucstions, but Arak put them off. He was too 
ceping Richard and Michael moving. Donald w 
isual stony self. 

It wasn’t until they were back in an air taxi that c< 


abduction 


241 


tion was possible. Even before the • craft’s entrance 
aled over Perry said, “I’m aftaid this visit has posed 
ore questions than it has answered.” 

Arak nodded. “Then it was successful,” he said. He 
jt his palm onto the central, circular black table and 
id, “Spawning center, please!” Almost immediately the 
ucer scaled, rose, then shot ofFhorizontally. 

“What actually did we witness back there?” Suzanne 
ked. 

“The death of Rccsta’s current body,” Arak said. He 
t back and began to relax. He was unaccustomed to the 
ress of being out in public \vith such a large, uninitiated, 
roup of secondary humans. 

“Where did the body go?” Richard asked. 

“Back into the molten asthenosphcrc,” Arak said. 
“And what about his essence?” Perry asked. 

Arak paused as if he were searching for words. “It’s 
ifficult to explain these things, but I suppose you’ll get 
1C idea if I say his memory and personality imprint was 
ownloaded into our integrated informational center.” 

“Holy shit,” Michael exclairricd. “Look down there in 
ont of that building! It’s a goddamned ’Vettc!” 

Despite everyone’s intense interest in Arak’s expla- 
ation, . they couldn’t help but respond to Michael’s 
utburst' and follow his pointing finger. What they saw 
^as a barnacle-encrusted vintage Chevrolet Corvette on a 
asalt dais in front of a building that appeared like 
haphazard pile of children’s blocks. 

“What’s a ’Vettc doing do^vn here?” Michael asked as 
icy zipped past. “It’s a sixty-two,” he continued. “I had 
me just like it but in green.” 

“That building is our Earth Surficc Museum,” Arak 
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explained, “The automobile is the onc objea we feel that 
currently symbolizes your culture 

“It’s in sorry shape,” Michael said. He sat back down. 

“Obviously,” Arak said. “It had spent a good deal of 
time undenvater before we salvaged it. But getting back 
to Pcrr>'’s question. When the worker clone started the 
death sequence, Rccsta’s entire mind in terms of memory, 
personality, emotions, self-awareness, and even his unique 
way of thinking was extracted and stored cn masse avail- 
able for total recall . ” 

The secondary' humans stared at Arak in stunned 
silence. 

“Not only can Rccsta’s essence be recalled,” Arak con- 
tinued. “He can be consulted and even chatted with 
through your wrist communicator prior to his recall. Or 
better yet, he can be not only communicated with but 
Naewed in his last body configuration via the media center 
in each of your quarters. Central Information creates a 
virtual image in conjunction with whatever conversation 
you arc having.” 

“What if someone dies before they get to that down- 
load machine?” Richard asked. 

“It doesn’t happen,” Arak said. “Death is a planned 
exercise in Interterra.” 

“This is all too much,” Perry said. “What you arc 
telling us is so for from bclievability that for the moment I 
don’t even know what to ask.” 

“I’m not surprised,” Arak said. “Thai’s exactly why 
Sufa and I decided to start showing you things rather than 
just telling you about them.” 

“I have a hard time believing the mind can be down- 
loaded,” Suzanne said. “Intelligence, memory, and 
personality arc associated with dendritic connections in 


aoauction 


the human brain. The number is staggering. Wc’rc talk 
about billions of neurons with up to a thousand conr 
tions each.” 

“It’s a lot of information,” Arak agreed. “But hai 
overpowering by cosmic standards. And you arc right t 
dendritic arrays arc important. What our Central Ini 
mation does is reproduce the dendritic arrays oj 
molecular level using isomeric, double-bonded carl 
atoms. It’s like a fingerprint, we call it a mindprint.” 

“I’m lost,” Perry said. 

, “Don’t despair,” Arak encouraged. “Remember, 
is just the bc^nning. There will be time for you to pui 
of this into context. Besides, our upcoming visit to 
spawning center will show you what we do with 
mindprint.” 

“What’s in that Earth Surface Museum we passe 
Donald asked. 

Arak hesitated. Donald’s question had interrupted 
train of thought. 

“I mean, what’s specifically on display?” Donald s; 
“Other than the water-soaked Corvette.” 

“Many different objects,” Arak said vaguely. “A cr< 
section of things representing secondary human hist 
and culture.” 

“Where have they come from?” Donald asked. 

“Mostly from the ocean floor,” Arak said. “Besi 
maritime tragedies and war, you people have been p 
gressively and foolishly using the ocean as your garb 
dump. You’d be surprised what refuse says abou 
culture.” 

“I’d like to visit there.” Donald said. 

Arak shrugged. “As you wish,” he said. “You’re 
first visitor to voice .such a request. Considering 
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wonders of Interterra that arc now available to you. I’m 
surprised you arc interested. Certainly there’s nothing in 
there that you arc not already entirely familiar witli.” 

“Everybody’s different,” Donald said laconically. 

A fesv minutes later the air taxi deposited the group at 
the front steps of the spasvning center. It was housed in a 
building that resembled the Parthenon — only it was 
black, ’^en Perry mentioned tlie resemblance, Arak told 
him it svas again the other way around, similar to the 
Greek adaptation of Cerberus, since the Intcrtcrran 
spawTiing center w’as many millions of years old. 

Like die death center, the structure was sited in a less 
congested sccdon of the at>’. Regardless, once the sec- 
ondary humans appeared, they again attracted a crowd, 
forcing Arak to be put to the task of maneuvering Richard 
and Michael inside the door and out of reach of the 
primary humans’ eagerly outstrctdied hands. 

This interior was the antithesis of the death center’s. It 
was bright and white like the buildings at the visitors’ 
palace. The other difference was many more worker 
clones were in evidence here, busily scurrying from place 
replace. 

Arak husded the group into a side room with a vast 
number of small stainless steel tanks that looked like 
miniature bioreactors to Suzanne. They were attached to 
each other by a complicated tangle of piping in what 
looked like a high-tech assembly line. The air was warm 
and moist. A number of worker clones were monitoring 
various gauges and dials. 

“This is not the most interesting pan,” Arak said. “But 
we might as well start at the beginning. These tanks hold 
our ovarian and testicular tissue cultures. Eggs and sperms 
arc randomly selected and their chromosomes arc scanned 
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for molecular imperfections and then microsomally shuf- 
fled. The rc-formed germ cells arc then checked before 
allowing them to fertilize. If anyone would care to take a 
peak, tliere’s a view port available.” Arak pointed toward 
a binocular eyepiece along tlie assembly line apparatus. 

Suzanne was the only one who took him up on the 
offer. She bent over and peered within. Inside a tiny 
chamber below the microscope objective she could sec, an 
oocyic being penetrated by an active sperm. The process 
happened rapidly. A moment later the zygote was gone, 
and two new gametes were injected into the chamber. 

“Anybody else?” Arak asked after .Suzanne straight- 
ened up. 

• No one moved. 

“Okay,” Arak said. “Let’s move along to tlic gestation 
room and a more interesting phase.” He led tlic way 
down the length of the gamete room to a room the size of 
several football fields placed end to end. Within the room 
were numerous rows of shelves supporting coundess 
numbers of clear spheres. Between the row's walked 
hundreds of worker clones checking each sphere in turn. 

“My word!” Suzanne murmured as it dawned on her 
what she was seeing. 

“The replicating zygotes coming from the fertilization 
process arc checked again for chromosomal molecular 
abnormalities,” Arak explained. “Once they are deter- 
mined to be free of any imperfection whatsoever, and 
they have reached the requisite number of cells, they are 
implanted into a sphere and allowed to develop.” ' 

“Can we walk along the spheres?” Suzanne asked. . 

“Of course,” Arak said. “That’s why we arc here, so 
you can sec for yourselves.” 

Slowly the group walked down an aisle several hundred 
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yards long witli lines of spheres on either side. Suzanne 
was fascinated and appalled at the sanac time. Each sphere 
contained a floating embryo of varying size and age. Plas- 
tered to die base of each sphere was an amorphous, dark 
purple placenta. 

“This is all so artificial,” Suzanne said. 

“Indeed,” Arak said. 

“Is all reproduction in Intertcrra done by cctogcn- 
csis?” Suzanne asked. 

“Absolutely,” Arak said. “Something as important as 
reproduction we’re not about to leave to chance.” 

Suzanne stopped and looked in at an embry'o no more 
than six inches in length. She shook her head. Its tiny 
arms and legs were moving as if swimming. 

“Docs the process trouble you?” Arak a;-kcd, 

Suzanne nodded. “It’s mechanizing a process. I think 
that’s best left to nature.” 

“Nature is uncaring,” Arak said. “We can do so much 
better, and we care . ” 

Suzanne shrugged. She wasn’t about to get into an 
argument. She started walking again. 

“These arc like the spheres you guys were in,” Perry 
said to Richard and Michael. 

“No shit!” Richard said. 

“Please!” Suzanne barked irritably at Richard. “I’m 
getting tired of the language ^you fellows seem compelled 
to use.” 

“Sorry to offend your majesty,” Richard shot back. 

“These containers arc similar but not the same,” Arak 
said quickly. The last thing he wanted was any kind of an 
altercation in the spawning center. 

Suzanne stopped abruptly and peered into one of the 
spheres. She was aghast at what she saw. Inside, was a 
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child who looked at least two years old. “Wliy is this child 
still in the sphere?” she questioned. 

“It’s perfectly normal,” Arak assured her. 

“Normal?” Suzaxme questioned. “At what age arc 
they . . .” she struggled for the right word, “decanted?” 

“Wc still say born,” Arak said. “Or, as a more technical 
term, wc say emerge.” 

“WTiatcvcr,” Suzanne said. Seeing tlic child impris- 
oned in the fluid-filled sphere made her sliivcr with 
nausea. It seemed so cold, calculating, and cruel. “At 
what age arc the children freed?” 


“Preferably not until four,” Arak said. “Wc w-ait undi 
the brain is mature enough to receive the mindprint. Wc 
also don’t want the brain cluttered with unorganircc 
natural input any more than necessary.” 

Suzanne exchanged a look with Perry. 

Come!” Sufa called out. She beckoned tfatm 
There s an emergence imminent. I’ve tried to ri c’- v fr 
much as possible; you’ll have to hum'.” Suft unsc erd 

darted back in the direction she’d come. 

Aralc urged the group to follow' with the rrrr or 

passing quickly through a room he called the ^ 

room in order to get to the emergence rrc-- 
Suzanne faltered on the imprinting roo— drsrci c: neer: 
aback by the spectacle. 

The room was a quarter the size cf dre — 

Instead of sealed spheres with czrir^'zhr zrczr ^ 

filled with transparent tanfa ccrrrzhzc c=c£ '--z: 

four-year-olds. Each child was _ 3:^' Ult 
fixed position, Umbih'cal ccri 
present despite the childrens 

“I’m not sure I want to 

gentiy prodded her.' — 
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The others silently gathered around the first tank with 
mouths agape. The child’s head was immobilized as if 
prepared for stereo tactic brain surgery. His eyes were 
held open with lid rctraaors, and the eyes themselves 
w'crc fixated with limbal sutures. From a gunlike appar- 
atus, beams of light were directed through the side of the 
transparent tank and into each of the child’s pupils. The 
beams flickered with a rapid, alternating frequency. 

“What’s happening here?” Perry asked. It looked like 
torture. 

“It’s perfeedy safe and painless,” Arak said. He joined 
the group and motioned for Suzanne to do likewise. 

“The kid looks like he’s being shot with an arcade 
gun,” Michael said. 

“From your violent culture I can understand why that 
would be your assumption,” Arak said. “But it couldn’t 
be further from the truth To extend the previous analogy 
about downloading that I used at the death center, this 
child is merely receiving the download of a mindprint 
from an indhidual whose essence had been stored in 
Central Information. What you arc seeing here is the 
recall procedure.” 

Suzanne advanced slowly with a hand over her mouth. 
She fi:It like a child at a scary movie: afraid to watch but 
unable to take her eyes away. Gazing at the immobilized 
toddler she shuddered. For her, the image was the 
embodiment of biotechnology gone amuck. 

“As you saw at the death center,” Arak continued, “it 
only takes seconds to extract the mindprint. But 
implanting it is another matter. We have to rely on a 
primitive technique using low-energy laser since no one 
has ever come up with a better access route than the 
retina. Of course, the retinal route makes sense since 
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tlic retina is cmbryonically an out-pocketing of the brain. 
The process works, but it’s not fast. In fact, it can take up 
to thirty days.” 

“Jeez!” Pichard commented. “The poor kid has to be 
strung up like that for a month?” 

“Believe me, there is no suffering involved,” Arak said. 

“What about the child’s own essence?” Suzanne asked. 

“We’re giving him his essence as we speak,” Arak said, 
“along with an extraordinary fund of knowledge and 
experience.” He smiled proudly. 

Suzanne nodded,' but not in agreement. She saw the 
process as pure exploitation. For her it was a kind of 
parasitism, attaching an old soul to an innocent new- 
born. The mindprint was abducting the infant’s body. 

“Arak! Hurry!” Sufa called insistently from a doorway 
at the opposite end of the room. “You’re missing the 
, event!” 

“Come on!” Arak urged to the group. “This is 
important for you to see. It’s the finished product.” 

Suzanne was happy to break off from the disquieting 
image of die fixated child. She hurried after Arak, pur- 
posefully avoiding looking into any of the otlier tanks. 
Donald, Bichard, and Michael lingered, mesmerized by 
the sight. Michael lifted his fiiiger and reached out with 
the intention of interrupting the laser beam. Donald 
batted his hand away. 

“Don’t screw around, sailor!” Donald growled. 

“Yeah,” Richard said, “the kid might miss his piano 
lessons.” He laughcd. 

“This is freakin’ weird,” Michael said. He walked 
around the tank to see if he could see into the barrel of the 
laser gun. 

“Well, look on the bright side,” Richard said. “It’s a 
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lot easier than going to school. If it doesn’t hvirt nothing, 
like Arak says, I would have gone for it. Hell, I hated 
school.” 

Donald looked at Richard scornfully. “As if I couldn’t 
have guessed.” 

“Come onl” Arak called back to the three men from 
the distant doorway. “You need to see this.” 

The three men hurried after their hosts. In the next 
room they found Arak, Sufe, Suzanne, and Perry standing 
around a satin-upholstered area at the base of a stainless 
steel slide. The slide came out of the wall, its upper end 
wis closed off by double swinging doors. Sitting in the 
center of the cushioned depression was a darling four- 
year-old girl already dressed in the typical Intertcrran 
manner. It was apparent she’d recently arrived by sliding 
down the slide. A number of woricer clones were in 
attendance. 

“Welcome, gentlemen,” Arak scud to Donald and the 
divers. He pointed to the little girl. “Meet Barlot.” 

“Hq', sugarplum,” Richard said in squeaky, babylike 
voice. He reached out to pinch the girl’s cheek. 

“Please,” Barlot said as she ducked Richard’s hand. 
“It’s better not to touch me for fifteen or twenty minutes 
since I’ve just come out of the dryer. The nerves in my 
integument need a chance to adapt to the gaseous 
environment.” 

Richard recoiled. 

“These three men arc also newly arrived earth surface 
visitors,” Arak said as he gestured toward Donald,* 
Richard, and Michael. 

“My word,” Barlot said. “Isn’t this an occasion! Five 
surface visitors at the same time. I’m happy to be so 
honored on my emergence day.” 
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**Wc were just welcoming Barlot back to 

world,” Arak explained. ^ 

Barlot nodded. “And it’s wondcriiul to be back, ^c:c: 
examined her tiny hands, turning them on-ct ar.c —O., 
stretching them out. She then glanced at her legs 
feet. She wig^cd her toes. “Looks like a good body," s:::e 

added. “At least so far.” She pggled. 

“I think it looks like a superb body,” Sufa saic. "Acre, 
such beautiful blue eyes. Did you have blue q-es las: 
body?” 

“No, but I did the body before that,” Barlot said. *'1 
like variation. Sometimes I allow the eye color to be 
selected randomly.” 

“How do you feel?” Suzanne asked. She knew it was a 
stupid question j but under the circumstances she couldn’t 
think of anything else to ask. She was distracted the 
marked contrast between the puerile voice and the adult 
syntax. 

“Mainly, I’m hungry,” Barlot said. “And impatient. 
I’m looking forward to getting home.” 

“How long have you been in storage?” Perry asked. 
“If that’s the right word.” 

“We call it Being in memory,” Barlot said. “And Fm 
assuming it was about six years. That was tire advertised 
waiting time when I was extracted. But to me, it seems 
like it was overnight. When we’re in memory our essences 

arc not programmed to record time.” 

“Do your eyes hurti” Suzanne asked. 

“Not in the slightest,” Barlot said. “I suppose you’re 

refemng to the flamclike scleral hemorrhages I undoubt- 
edly have.” 

“I am,” Suzanne admitted. The whites of both 

Bsiriot s 1 
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“That’s from the limbal fixation sutures," Barlot said. 
“They were probably just removed.” 

“Do you remember being in the fish tank?” Michael 
asked. 

Barlot laughed. “Tve never heard the implant tank 
referred to as a fish tank. But to answer your question, no! 
My first conicious memory in tliis body, and in all pre- 
vious bodies for that matter, was waking up on the 
conveyor belt in the drt’er." 

“Is the experience of extraction, memory, and recall at 
all stressful?” Suzanne asked. 

Barlot thought for a moment before responding. 
“No,” she said finally. “The only strcssfiil part is that now 
I have to wait until puberty to have any real fun.” She 
laughed, as did Arak, Sufa, Richard, and Michael. 


“This is our home,” Sula said from a hovering air taxi as 
the exit door materialized. She pointed to a structure 
similar to the cottages at the visitors’ palace minus the 
large lawns. It was clustered Lcvittown-stylc with 
hundreds of others just like it. “Arak and I thought it 
would be instructive for you to experience how we live 
and perhaps have a bite to eat. Arc you all too tired or 
would you like to come inside for a visit?” 

“I could cat,” Richard said cageriy. 

“I would love to see your home,” Suzanne said. “It’s 
very hospite' * of you.” 

“I’m honored,” Perry said. 

Donald merely nodded. 

“I’m starved,” Michael said. 

“Then it’s decided,” Suft said. She and Arak climbed 
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Tom the hovercraft and motioned for the others to 
bliow. 

‘ Sinrdlar to the quarters at the \isitors’ center, the 
interior was uniformly white — white marble with white 
Fabric, and lots of mirrors. Also the main room opened to 
the outdoors with a pool extending from the inside to the 
outside. Tnc place was sparsely furnished. Several large 
holographic displays like those the group had seen in the 
decon quarters were the only decoration. 

“Please come in,” Sufa said. 

The group filed in, taking in the surroundings. 

“It looks like my apartment in Ocean Beach,” Michael 
said, 

“Get ovitta here!” Richard scoffed while he playfully 
cuffed him on dtc top of his head. 

“Arc all Intertevran homes open to the exterior?” 
Perry questioned. 

“Indeed,” /\rak said. “As ironic as it may seem we who 
dwell inside the earth prefer to be outdoors ” 

“Makes it kind of hard to lock up,” Richard said. 

“Nothing is locked in Interterra,’’ Sufa said. 

. “Nobody steals anytliing'” Michaci questioned. 

Both Arak and Sufa giggled. They then self consciouslv 
excused thcmsclve.s. 

“We don’t mean to laugh,” Arak said. “But you people 
arc so entertaining. We can ncs'er anticipate what you arc 
going to say. It’s very endearing.” 

“I suppose it’s our charming pnmiovencss,” Donald 
said. 

“pA'actly,” Arak agreed. 

“There’s no tiiicvcry in Interterra," Sufa said. “There 
is no need because there is plenq- for everyone. Besides, 
no one owns anything. Private ownership disappeared 
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early in our history. We Intcrterrans merely use what we 
need.” 

The group sat do\vn. Sufa called for worker clones, 
who appeared instantly. Along with them came one of the 
pets the secondary humans had seen from the air taxis. Up 
close it was even more bizarre looking, with its curious 
mixture of dog, cat, and monkey traits. The animal loped 
into the room and made a beeline for the visitors. 

“Sark!” Arak bellowed. “Behave!” 

The animal obediently stopped in its tracks and, using 
cadike eyes, it regarded the secondary humans with great 
curiosity. When it stood up on its hind feet, which were 
monkcj'likc with five distinct toes, it was about three feet 
tall. Its doglike nose nvitched as it sniffed. 

“This is one wcird-lookmg animal Bichard .said. 

“It’s a homid,” S.rfe said. “A parviculariy fine homid, 
actually. Isn’t he adorable?” 

“Get over here, Sark!” Arak cried. “I don’t w'ant you 
bothering our guests.” 

Sark immediately daned behind Arak and, standing on 
its hind legs, began scratching Arak’s head. 

“Good boy,” Arak said contentedly. 

“Food for die guests,” Sufa commanded the woikcr 
clones, who quickly disappeared. 

“Saik looks like a bunch of animals rolled into one,” 
Michael said. 

“That’s one way to put it,” Arak said. “Sark is a 
chimera developed eons ago and cloned ever rinec. He’s 
a remarkable pcf . Would anyone care to sec one of his best 
tricks?” 

“Sure,” Richard said. To him the animal looked like a 
biology experiment that went haywhe. 

“Me too,” Michael echoed. 
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Arak Stood and motioned for Sark to head outside. As 
he followed the animal he asked Richard and Michael to 
join him out in the yard. The divers dutifully got up and 
trooped into the garden, where they found Arak busily 
searching for something in the depths of a fern thicket. 

“Okay, here’s one,” Arak said. He straightened up, 
clutching a short stick in his hand. He stepped out onto 
the grass. “Now you men are not going to believe this. 
It’s very entertaining.” 

“Try us!” Richard said dubiously. 

Arak bent down and extended the stick to Sark. Sark 
took the stick .with great excitement, chattering like a 
monkey. Then after a vrindup he threw the stick to the far 
comer of the yard. 

Arak watched the piece of wood until it came to a 
complete halt. Then he turned back to the divers. “Quite 
a throw, wouldn’t you say?” 

“Not bad,” Michael agreed. “At least for a homid.” 

The corners of Richard’s mouth curled into a wry 
smile 

“Wait until you sec the rest,” Arak said. “Just a 
second.” Arak ran out to where the stick had fallen, 
picked, it up, and carried it back. He then returned it to 
Sark. The animal wound up and threw the stick back 
to approximately the same spot. Dutifully Arak trotted 
out and retrieved it for the second time. When he 
returned he W’as slightly out of breath. “Can you believe 
it?” he asked. “This cute little de\nl will keep this up all 
day. As long as I get the stick, he’ll throw it.” 

The two divers looked at each other. Michael rolled his 
eyes while Richard swallowed a laugh. 

“TTie food is here!” Sufa called from inside. 
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Arak extended the stick toward Richard. “Would you 
like to give it a try?” 

“I think I’ll pass,” Ricliard said. “Besides, I’m 
starved.” 

“Then let’s cat,” Arak said agreeably. He tossed die 
stick back into the fern thicket and headed back inside. 
Sark followed. 

“This place is getting weirder by the minute,” Ricliard 
mumbled to Michael as they sfarted the pool. 

“You can say that again,” Michael said. “No wonder 
they didn’t care when I took the gold goblets last night, 
’^’•'thing belongs to nobody. I’m telling you, we could 
a fortune down here, and they wouldn’t care.” 

Mong with food, the worker clones had brou^t a 
ling table, which they’d placed in the center of a ring 
seven contour chairs. Arak and the divers joined the 
crs. Sark climbed the back of Arak’s chair and began 
Itching behind his cars. Everyone helped themselves to 
food and started eating. 

‘Well, here’s where we spend most of our time,” Arak 
1 after a short awkward silence. He sensed the see- 
lary' humans were a bit confounded by the day’s 
nts. “Docs anyone have any questions for us?” 

“What do you do here?” Suzanne asked to make con- 
sation. She was happier to stick to small talk rathtr 
n tackle the larger issues swimming in her head. 

“We enjoy our bodies and our minds,” Arak explained. 
“We read , a lot and watch a lot of holographic enter- 
tainment.” 

“Don’t people w'ork in Interterra?” Perry asked. 

“Some people do,” Arak said. “But it is not necessary, 
and those who do, only do what they xvant to do. All 
menial work, which most work is, ts done by worker 
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clones. All monitory and regulatory work is done by 
Central Information. Thus, people arc free to pursue tlieir 
own interests.” 

“Don’t the worker clones mind?” Donald asked. 
“Don’t they ever strike or revolt?” 

“Heavens no,” Arak said with a smile. “Clones arc 
like . . . well, like your domestic pets. They were made to 
look like humans for esthetic reasons, but their brains are 
much smaller. They have limited forebrain function so 
their needs and interests, are different. They love to work 
and serve.” 

“Sounds like exploitation,” Perry said. 

“I suppose,” Arak said. “But that is what machines are 
for, like automobiles in your culmrc, which I don’t 
believe you feel you exploit. The analogy would be better 
if your automobiles had living parts as well ^ machine 
parts. I’m sure you have to use 'your cars or they’d 
deteriorate. Same with worker clones, only it’s leisure 
they cannot -tolerate. They become despondent and 
regress without work and direction .” 

“It is uncomfortable for us,” Suzanne said. “Since 
they appear so human.” 

“You have- to remind yourself that they are not,” Sufa 
said. 

“Arc there different types of clones?” Perry asked. 

“They all look essentially the same,” Arak said. “But 
there arc servant, worker, and entertainment clones, male 
and female. It’s in the programming.” 

“With your technology, why not use robots?” Donald 
asked. 

.“A good question,” Arak said., “We had androids ages 
ago; a whole line of them, in fact. But pure machines tend 
to break down and have to be fixed. We had to have 
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androids to fix androids ad infinitum. It was inconvenient, 
even ridiculous. It wasn’t until we learned to wed die 
biologica] with the mechanical that we solved the 
problem. ITic ulrimatc result of this research and develop- 
ment was worker clones, and they are far superior to any 
android. They take care of themselves completely, even to 
the point of repairing themselves and reproducing to keep 
heir population in a steady state.” 

“Amazing,” Perry said simply. Suzanne nodded. 

The group fell silent. When they were through with 
heir food Sufa said, “I think perhaps it’s time to take you 
ill back to your quarters at the visitors’ palace. You need 
ome time to process what you’ve seen and heard. Also, 
VC don’t want to overburden you on your first day. There 
s always tomorrow.” She smOed benignly as she stood up. 

“You’re right about needing some time’” Suzanne 
«ud, getting to her feet as well. “I think I’ve been a bit 
averburdened already. Without an ounce of doubt, this 
hias been the most startling, staggering, and stunning day 
af my life.” 


Michael licsitated at the door to his cottage. Richard was 
itanding directly behind him. The)' just had been dropped 
aff by Arak and Sufa. 

“What do you think we’re going to find?” Michael 
iskcd. 

“For'chrissakc!” Richard complained. “How am I sup- 
posed to know until you open the goddamn door?” 

Michael grasped the handle and pulled. The two divers 
stepped over the threshold and glanced around the room. 

“Do you think anybody was fierc?” Michael ques- 
tioned nervously. 
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Richard rolled his eyes. “What do you think, bird- 
iin>” he said. “The bed’s made and the place has been 
:ked up. Look, somebody ^cven stacked all the dishes 
d the goblets you lugged back from the gala and the 
ling hall.” 

“Maybe it was just the clones,” Michael said. 

“It’s possible,” Richard said. 

“Do you think the body is still there where we put it?” 
“Weil, we sure as shootin’ ain’t going to know until we 
ik,” Richard said. 

“All right. I’ll see.” 

“Hold on!” Richard said, grabbing Michael’s arm. 
et me make sure the coast is clear.” 

Richard looked around and was quickly satisfied. No 
le was hear. “Okay, check the body.” 

Michael walked over to the cabinets on the right, 
brinks, please!” he commanded. The refrigerator door 
oing open. It was crammed full of various containers of 
:vcragc and food. , 

“It looks like the way we left it,” Michael said. 

“'rhat’s encouraging,” Richard said. 

Michael bent down and removed several containers 
posing Salt’s pale free. The lifeless eyes stared back at 
ichael accusingly. Michael quickly jammed the con- 
iners back to hide the hoitid image. Sort’s w'as the first 
;ad body Michael had seen other than his grandfather’s 
irpsc. Rut his grandfather had been laid out in a casket in 
tuxedo. Resides, the old man had been ninety-four. 
“Well, that’s a relief,” Richard said. 

“For now,” Michael said. “But it doesn’t mean they 
ight not find him tonight or tomorrow. Maybe 
lould take him out and bury him in one of those clun^ 
rfem.” 
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“What arc \vc going to dig uith, teaspoons?” Richard 
asked. 

“Then maybe we should carry him over to your 
cottage and put him in your refrigerator. It givc.s me the 
creeps having him here.” 

“We’re not going to take die chance carrjnng him 
around,” Richard said . “He stays where he is.” 

“Then let’s swap rooms,” Michael suggested. 
“Remember, you killed him, not me 

Richard’s eyes n.\rrowcd thtcatcningly. “We already 
had this conversation ” he said slowly. “And it was 
decided: we’re in this together. Now shut the hell up 
about the body.” 

“V\Tiat about telling Fuller?" Michael said. 

“Nah,” Richard said. “1 changed my mind about 
that.” 

“How come?’’ 

“Because that straight arrow nerd's not going to have 
any better idea of what to do witli the body. Besides, 1 
don't think we have to be so worried. Hell, nobody has 
even asked about the twerj^ all day today. Besides, Arak 
said they don’t have any prisons.” 

“That’s because they don’t have any thievery,” 
Michael snapped. “Arak didn’t say anything about 
murder, and with all that stuft'thcy showed us about mind 
extraction, I have a bad feeling they’ll be prett)' upset 
about it. We might get ourselves recycled, like Rccsta.” 

“Hey, calm down!” Richard said. 

“How can I calm down with a dead body in my 
refrigerator?” Michael yelled. 

“Shut the hell up,” Richard yelled back. Then in a 
low'cr voice he added, “Jeez, everybody in the neighbor- 
hood is going to hear you. Get control of yourself. The 
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main thing is to get our asses out of here ASAP. Mean 
while Sart’s in the cooler, which is going to keep hir 
from stinking up the joint. We’ll think about movin 
him if .someone starts 'nosing around and asldng abou 
him. Okay?’’ 

“I suppose,” Michael said but without muc! 
enthusiasm. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

- , -- — - ■ — ■ 


The ceiling of the subterranean cavern darkened gradu- 
ally, mimicking a normal evening just as it had the 
previous night. Suzanne and Perry, marveling how inuch 
the vaulted roof looked like sky, watched in awe as the 
pseudo stars began to blink on in the purple twilight, 'flic 
c\'cr glum Donald in contrast was staring pensively at the 
darkening shadows beneath the fern thickets. All three 
were standing on the lawn about forty feet away from the 
open end of the dining room. Inside, worker clones were 
busily laying out the dinner. Bichard and Michael were 
already in their chairs eager for food . 

“This is absolutely amazing,” Suzanne siud. She was 
craning her neck to look straight up. 

“'Fhe biolumincsccnt stars?” Perry questioned. 

“Everything,” Suzanne said. “Including the stars.” 
She’d just joined the others from her quarters, where 
she'd taken a swim, bathed, and had <n'cn tried to take a 
nap. But sleep had been impossible. She had too much on 
her mind, 

“There arc some astounding aspects,” Donald 
idmittcd. 

“I can’t think of an)thing that’s not,” Suzanne said. 
5hc looked across the lawn at the dark hdt of the paxiUon 
.vhcrc the gala had been held the previous evening. 
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“Starling with the fact that this spacious paradise is buried 
in the earth under the ocean. How strange that I men- 
tioned Jules Verne’s Voyage to tljo Center of the Earth back 
when we were starting our dive, since now we’re actually 
here.” 

Perry chuckled. “Pretty apropos.” 

“One way or the other it’s all mind boggling,” 
Suzanne added. “Espedally now that ij: appears every- 
thing Arak and Sufa have been telling us is true, no matter 
how fantastic it all seems.” 

“It is hard to deny the technology' wc’rc seeing,” Perry 
said animatedly. “I can hardly wait to learn more of the 
details — like the biomechanics of the worker clones or 
the secrets of the air taxis. Patents bn .any of this could 
make us all billionaires. And what about tourism? Can you 
ima^ne what the demand for coming down here will be? 
It’s going to be off the charts.” Perry chuckled again. 
“One way or the other. Benthic Marine is going to 
become die Microsoft: of the new century.” 

“Arak’s revelations arc extraordinary',” Donald agreed 
grudgingly. “But there arc a couple of important gaps 
that you bedazzled people seem to be forgetting.” 

“What arc you talking about?” Perry' questioned. 

“Take off the rosc-colorcd glasses,” Donald said. “As 
far as I’m concerned, the overarching question hasn’t 
even come up: What arc we doing here? We weren’t saved 
front drowning from a wrecked schooner like the Blacks. 
We were purposefully and deliberately sucked into their 
so-called exit port, and I’d like to know why.” 

“Donald’s right,” Suzaimc said, suddenly thoughtful. 
“In the excitement, I keep forgetting we arc, after all, 
victims of an abduction. That certainly docs beg the ques- 
tion of what we arc doing here.” 
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“They arc certainly treating us well,” Perry said. 

“For the moment,” Donald said. “But as I said before 
it could change in the blink of an eye. I don’t think you 
people realize how vulnerable we arc.” 

“I know how vulnerable we arc,” Perry said with a 
touch of irritadoh. “HcU, as advanced as these people arc, 
they could snuff us out in an instant. Arak talked about 
interplanetary travel, even galactic travel and time tech- 
nology. But they like us. It’s apparent to me even if it isn’t 
to you. I think we should be more appreciative and not so 
paranoid.” 

“like us, my foot,” Donald spat. “We’re entertaining 
to, them. How many times have they told us that? They 
find our ptimidvcncss funny or cute, sort of like a house 
pet. Well, I’m tired of being laughed at.” 

“They wouldn’t be treating i^s this well unless they 
liked us,” Perry persisted. 

“You are so naive,” Donald said. “You refuse to 
remember that we’re prisoners, for all intents and pur- 
poses, who have been forcibly, kidnapped and 
manipulated in that dccon center. We were brought here 
for a reason that has yet to be revealed.” 

Suzanne nodded. Donald’s remarks reminded her of 
an offhand comment of Arak’.s that had ^ven her the 
impression he’d been anticipating her arrival. She’d found 
the comment unsettling at the time, but then it had 
gotten buried by other more astonishing disclosures. 

“Maybe they’re recruiting us,” Perry said suddenly. 

“For what?”' Donald asked dubiously. 

“Maybe tlicy’rc making such an effort to show us 
everything to prepare us to be their representatives,” 
Perry said, warming to the idea as he spoke. “Maybe they 
have finally decided it’s time to relate to our world, and 
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they want us to be ambassadors. Frankly, I think we cou 
do a damn good job, especially if we handled it throug 
Benthic Marine.” 

“Ambassadors!” Suzanne repeated. “That’s < 
interesting idea! They are not fond of going through tl 
adaptation to our atmosphere because of their lack < 
immunity to our bacteria and viruses, and they don’t lil 
the decon process necessary to return to Interter 
either.” 

“Exactly,” Perry said. “If we were their representadv 
they wouldn’t have to do any of that.” 

“Ambassadors? Good God!” Donald mumbled. F 
threw up his hands and shook his head in frustration. 

“^Vhat’s the matter now?” Perry asked, his irritatic 
returning. Donald was beginning to get on his nerves. 

“I knew you t\vo were optimists,” Donald grunte< 
“but this ambassador idea takes the cake.” 

“I think it is a perfectly reasonable possibility,” Pen 
said. ' 

“Listen, Mr. President of Benthic Marine!” Donal 
spat as if tlie appellation were derogatory. “These Intei 
terrans don’t plan to let us go. If you weren’t such 
hopeless optimist you’d understand that.” 

.Suzanne and Perry were silent as they mulled ove 
Donald’s comment. The issue was sometliihg neither hai 
wanted to think about much less discuss. 

“You feel that they plan to keep us here forever?’ 
Suzanne asked finally. She had to achnit that nothin] 
either Arak or Sufa had said had indicated a plan to returi 
the . five .visitors to their ship back upon the ocean’; 
surface. 

“I believe that’s what it means if they never let us go,” 
Donald said sarcastically. 


“But why?” Perry pleaded. The anger had gone out of 
his voice. 

“It stands to reason)” Donald said. “These people 
have been avoiding detection of Interterra for thousands 
of years. How could they feel good about letting us return 
to the surface knowing what we know?” 

“Oh dear!” Suzanne whispered. 

“Do you think Donald’s righti” Perry asked. 

“I’m afraid he has a point,” Suzaime said. “There’s no 
reason they would be less worried about contamination 
now than in the past. And witir our advancing technology 
there’s reason they should be more worried. They might 
be entertained by our primitivencss but I’d suspect 
they’re terrified of our culture’s violence.” 

“But they keep referring to us as visitors.” Perry inter- 
jected. “This place we’re staying is called the visitors’ 
palace. Visitors don’t stay forever.” Then, irrationally, he 
added, “Besides, I can’t stay here forever. I’ve got a 
fiunily. I mean. I’m already worried that I haven’t been 
able to let them know I’m okay.” 

“That’s another point,” Donald said. “They know a 
lot about us. They know about our families. Wth all their 
technology they could have ofFer^ us an opportumty to 
let our loved ones know we’re not dead. The feet that 
tljcy haven’t, I believe, is more proof they intend to keep 
tis here.” 

“Good point,” Suzanne said. She sighed. “Just a'half 
hour ago in my room I was wishing there was an old- 
feshioned phone so I could call my brother. He’s the only 
rclath’c I have who’ll miss me.” 

“No family?” Donald asked. 

‘Tm afraid not,” Suzanne said. “That part of my life 


just hasn’t come together, and I lost both parents years 
ago. 

“I’ve got a wife and three kids,” • Donald said. “Of 
course, that doesn’t mean much to the Interterrans. To 
them the whole concept of parenthood seems quaintly 
out of date.” 

“My God!” Peny said. “What are we going to do? We 
have to get out of here. There has to be away.” 

“Hey, everybody!” hdichacl called out from the dining 
room. “Soup’s on. Come and get it!” 

“Unfortunately they’re holding all the cards,” Donald 
said, ignoring Michael who disappeared back into the 
dining room. “There’s nothing we can do at this point 
except keep our eyes open.” 

“Which meains taking advantage of their hojpitah'ty,” 
Suzanne said. 

“To a point,” Donald said. “I’m never one to condone 
fraternizing with the enemy.” i 

“That’s the confusing part,” Suzanne said. “They . 
don’t act like enemies. They’re so gracious and peaceful. 
It’s hard to imagine them doing anything unkind to 
anybody.” 

“Keeping me away from my family is about as mean as 
I can imagine,” Perry said. • 

“Not if you consider it from their perspective,” 
Suzanne said. “With reproduction carried out mechan- 
ically and four-year-old newborns imbued with the mind 
and personality of adults, there arc no families in Inter- 
terra. It’s possible they cannot understand the bond.” 

^ “What the hell are you people doing out there in the 
dark?” Michael shouted. He’d returned to the juncture 
between the dining room and the lawn. “The worker 
dorres arc waiting for you. Aren’t you going to cat?” 
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“I guess we mi^t as well,” Suzanne said. “I am 
hungry.” 

“I’m not sure I am, after this discussion,” Verry said. 

They started walking toward the light spilling out onto 
the dark grass. 

“There has to be somethingwe can do,” Perrj' said. 

“We can avoid offending them,” Donald said. “That 
could be critical.” 

“What could we do to offend them?” Perrj' asked. 

“It’s not us that I’m worried about,” Donald said. 
“It’s tlic numbskull divers.” 

“What about being direct about all tin’s?” Perry sug- 
gested. “Why not ask .\rak when we meet, him tomorrow 
rvhether we’re going to be able to leave? Then w'c’d know 
for sure.” 

“That might be risky,” Donald said. “I don’t think we 
should let on that we arc interested in leaving. If we do, 
they might curtail our freedoms. As it is now, theoretically 
we can call air taxis with our wrist communicators. I 
believe we can come and go as we want. I don’t want to 
lose tJiat pririlcgc. We may need it if there’s any chance of 
, our breaking out of here.” , 

“That’s another good point,” Suzanne agreed. “But I 
don’t see any reason we couldn’t ask \.hy we are here. 
Maybe the answer to that question will tell us whether 
they expect us to stay forever.” 

“Not a bad idea,” Donald said. “I could go for that 
provided we don’t make a big deal asking. In feet, why 
don’t I ask tomorrow morning at the session Arak men- 
tioned we’d be having.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Suzanne said. “What do you 
think. Perry?” 

“I don’t know what to think at this point,” Perry said. 
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“Come on, hurry up!” Michael said as the others 
entered the room: “This asshole worker clone won’t let 
us touch the serving dishes until everybody’s here, and 
he’s stronger than an ox.” 

A worker clone was standing next to the center table 
with his hands resting on the corners of the chafing 
dishes. 

“How did you know he was waiting for us?” Suzanne 
asked as she took one of the chairs. 

“Well, we didn’t know for sure, since the bozo doesn’t 
talk,” Michael admitted. “But we’re hoping it’s the ease. 
We’re starved.” 

Perry and Donald sat down. Almost immediately the 
worker clone lifted the covers from the food. 

“Bingo!” Richard said. 

Within minutes the food was served. For a time, tlicrc 
was no conversation. Richard and Michael were too busy 
eating; die others were absorbed in thoughts of their 
recent conversation on the lawn. 

“What were you people doing out there in the dark?” 
Richard asked, then burped loudly. “Talking about a 
funeral? You’re all so gloomy.” 

No one responded. 

“Dvely group,” Richard muttered. 

“At least we have table manners,” Donald snapped. 

“Screw you,’’ Richard answered. 

“You know, I suddenly find this strangely ironic,” 
Suzanne said. 

“Wliat, Richard’s table manners?” Michael questioned 
with a loud guffaw. 

“No, our response to Tnterterra,” Suzanne said. 

“Wliar do you mean?” Perry asked. 

“Think about what we have here,” Suzanne said. “It’s 
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like heaven even though it’s hot up in the skj' like our 
traditional image. ivTonctheless, it has everything that 
'consciously and imconsciously yearn for: youth, beauty, 
immortality, and plenty'. It’s a true paradise:’’- ' 

•“We can attest to the beauty, eh, Mikey?” Bichard said. 
■ “Why -do you find it ironic.’” Perry asked, ignoring 
Richard.. - ' 

“Because we’re worried about being forced to stay,” 
Suzanne said. “Everyone else dreams about getting to 
heaven, and' we’re worried we’re not going to' be able 
to leave.” ■' ., 

“Wliat do you mean, forced to stay?” Richard 
demanded. 

“I don’t find it ironic,” Donald Said. “If my family 
were here with me, maybe I would. But not now. Besides, 
I don’t like to be forced to do anything. It may sound 
corny, but I value my freedom.” ' ' - ' •' 

“We’re getting out of here, aren’t we?” Richard asked 
insistently. ' 

“Not according to Donald,” Perry said. • ' 

“But we have to,” Richard blurted.' 

“And why is tliat, sailor?” Donald asked. “What makes 
you so eager to get out of Suzanne’s heaven?”' 

“I was speaking in general terms,- not personal,” 
Suzanne intcrjeacd. “Frankly, finding Out- how the)' 
manage tlicir immortality made me a little Sick today”’ 

“I don’t know what you people are talking about,” 
Richard stid. “But I want to get out of here ASAP.” ■ 
“Me, too,” Michael seconded. ' ■ > 

A soft chime sounded that no one had heard before. 
Everyone looked at each other quizzically,’ but before 
anyone could speak' the door opened and' in walked 
Mura, Meeta, Palcnquc, and Karena. The bevy of 







beautifbl VTOmcn \%-crc in hij:h wvnt 

to Michael and cxtcndexi her palm itt the usual lutcrterr-- 
.greeting. After a cutek palm ptx'ss, she sat dou-n 0 ^*^^ 
edge of Michael's chair. Mccra. Taleuviuc. and Sarenz 
■approached Richard. v,-ho leapcvl to his tcet. 

“Oh, .babies, yee came -backl" Richard cried. He 
touched palms wth all three and then hugged meet 
enthusiastically. They briery ackr.ouicdgcd Scramie, 
Perry, and Donald bet lax-Ished their attention, .cn 
..Richard, who swooned wim utter delight. As he tried tn- 
collapsc back onto his chrism they restrained him. Thcr 
told.him -they, were eager to get him back to his room to 
go for a swim. 

“Well, yeah, sure,^ Richarc stammered. Ke saluted 
Donald before exiting with iris mr -r harem. 


“Come on! Let ns go as wdL.” .Mura urued ihchacL 
‘Tve brought you a present.'* 

“What is it?” .Michael asked. He aEcwed hfmseirto be 
pulled toward the door. 

“A jar of caldorphin!^ Mura arid. ^ heard vou Rki»r 
"it.’”' ‘ ' ' 


“Loved it is more acciirats-“ dhchaei cried. W 
the two of them skipped cut erthe mcm. 


Bcforc the remaining' dinem cculc 
chime sounded agaih. This rrr-t- ft h 
Luna and Garbna. The Ihtertem 
rounding up their previous evenhtris 
Oh, Suzanne!” Garona cnced ; 
with her. “1 have been longing fhr 
coidd come and once again spend ftw 

■ A T Luna gashed. “ 

*\7 ^‘^^“’^“^^oostressfhimr 
^c'thct Suzanne nor Perry cguIc 
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mortified or delighted, especially being greeted with such 
mushily amorous protestations. Both stammered unintcl- 
li^blc responses while alloiSi'ing themselves to be lifted to 
their feet. 

“I guess we’re leaving,” Suzanne said to Donald as 
Garona pla>-fully towed her toward die open end of the 
room. 

“And we must be going to the same place they arc,” 
perry said to Iiim as Luna dragged him. 

“I don’t know where we arc going,” Perry called over 
after Suzanne and Garona. 

Donald gave a halfhearted wave but didn’t say any- 
thing. The next instant, he found himself alone wth the 
two silent worker clones. 


Michael could not remember ever being so excited. Never 
had a woman diis gorgeous and desirable seemed so 
interested in him. At her insistence they began to spin 
around as they cavorted across the dark lawn toward his 
.room. With her long hair floating in the wind, the image 
was intoxicating for Michael, and he would have gone on 
for hours had his inner car not intervened. 

Feeling dizzy, Michael stopped revolving but his sur- 
roundings didn’t. He staggered to his riglit, vainly trying 
to maintain his balance. Unable to keep his legs under 
him, he collapsed in a heap. Mura collapsed with him. 
Together they laughed uncontrollably. They got to their 
feet unsteadily, then ran on to his cottage. Once tlicy got 
inside, they w’crc both but of breath. 

“Well,” Michael said. He took a couple of deep 
breaths but still felt light-headed. Just looking at Mura in 
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the slinky outfit made his heart race, “What would you 
like to do first? Take a swim?” 

Mura gazed at Michael provocatively. She shook her 
head, “No, I don’t want to swim now,” she said, her voice 
husky. “Last night you were too tired for intimacy; You 
sent me away before I could make you happy.” 

“But that’s not true,” Michael protested. “I was 
happy.” 

“You.mean, Sart made you happy?” • 

“Hell, nol” Michael barked. “What the hell kind of 
question is that?” 

“Don’t get upset,” Mura soothed. “I’m not sug- 
gesting anj'thing. Besides, it’s perfectly all right to have 
pleasure from either sex.” 

“Hey, it’s not okay with me,” Michael told her. “No 
way!” 

“Michael, please calm yourself,”. Luna pleaded. 
“What’s making you so agitated?” 

“I’m not agitated!” Michael snapped. 

“Did Sart do something to make you angry?” 

“No, he was fine,” Michael said ncK'ously. 

“Sdme^ng made you angry,” Mura said. “Did Sart 
stay all night? I didn’t see him all day.” 

“No! No!” Michael stammered. “He left right after 
you did. Richard just apologized for getting mad at him 
and that was it. He was our of here. Nice kid, though.” 
“Why did Richard get mad at him?” 

“I don’t know,” Michael said irritably. “Do we have to 
talk about Sart aU night? I thought you came here to see 
me.” 

I did indeed,” Mura said. She sidled up to Michael 
and stroked his chest. Beneath her fingers she could feel 
that his heart was racing. “I think you must have had a 
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difficult day. Wc should get you to calm down, 
know just the thing.” 

‘mat’s that>” . 

. ‘Tou lie down on the bed,” Mura instructed. ' 
rub your body and massage your muscles.” 

“Now you’re talking.” 

“And once you arc serene wc will press palms w 
caldorphin.” 

• “Sounds great, baby,” Michael said. “Let’s do it. 

“All right. I’ll be tlicrc in a moment,” Mura sai( 
gave Michael a gentle nudge toward the bed. Du 
Michael sauntered over and lay down on the soft co\ 

Mura went to the refrigerator to get something c 
drink. She gave the command directly to the rccep 
she could do it as softly as possible so as to avoii 
turbing Michael. After his minor outburst, she sens 
was tense and needful of every consideration. She 
from experience how easily agitated secondary he 
could become over the strangest things. . ; 

Mura was surprised to discover the compartmc 
full. “My word,” she said. “What do you have in her 

In response to Mura’s nagging about Sart, Mici 
ardor with her had significantly waned. Instead of ft 
izing as he lay down on the bed waiting foi 
ministrations, he found himself fretting over the d 
table discussion that he and Richard were stuck in 1 
terra. Consequently her comment about his refnge 
being full didn’t even penetrate his consciousness tin 
heard beverage and food containers crash to the 
followed by a gasp. It was only then that he rcmcml: 
Sart’s body, and by then it was too late ... 

“Oh shit!” Michael whispered as he leaped off the 
Just as he’d feared, Mura was standing in front ol 
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open refrigerator with a hand clasped over her trifiinli, 
Her expression was one of pure horror. 

Inside the refrigerator, Sart’s frozen, pale face v/aA 
framed haphazardly by stacked containers. 

Michael rushed to Mura’s side and enveloped her with 
his arms. She sagged against him and would have col- 
lapsed had he not been supporting her. 

“Listen! Listen!” Michael urged in a forced whispcr..“I 
can explain.” - 

Mura , regained her balance and pulled herself from 
Michael’s embrace. With a trembling hand she reached 
into the refrigerator and felt Sart’s cheek. It was as firm as 
wood and as cold as ice; “Oh, no!” she moaned. Cradling 
her o\vh drained checks with her hands, she shivered as if 
a cold wind had suddenly wafted through tfie rodfn. 
When Michael tried again to put his arms around her, she 
shoved him to the side to keep Sart’s face in view. As 
frightful as the image Was, she could nOt away. 

Frantically Michael bent down, retrieved the fallen 
objects arid craihmed.thCm back into the refrigerator to 
block her view of the' dead boy. “You have to calm 
dowij,” he sad nervously. 

“What happened to Ins essence?” Mura demanded. 
Blood surged back into her face turning her cheeks 
■ crimson. Shock and dismay were turning to anger. 

“It was an accident,”. Michael said.'“He fell and hit his 
head.” Michael reached for her again, but she backed up 
to keep him at arm’s length. 

But his essence?” Mura repeated,,although she had to 
appreciate the horrid truth. 

T^k,hc s dcad^ for chrissake,” Michael snapped. 

H:.'. essence is lost!”..Mvua managed. Her fleeting 


276 


ROBIN COOK 


anger was already ^ving way to grief. Tears welled up in 
her emerald green eyes. 

“Look, baby,’’ Micliacl said in a tone halftvw between 
solicitude and irritation. “Regrettably, the Idd is dead. It 
was an accident. You have to pull yourself together.” 

Tears turned to sobs as the reality of tlic tragedy struck 
die core of Mura’s own essence. “I must go and tel! die 
elders,” she said. She turned and started toward the door. 

“No, wait!” Michael said. He was frantic. He rushed 
around to head her off. “listen to me!” He grabbed her 
with both hands. 

“Let me go!” Mura cried. She tried to break from his 
grasp. *T must announce the calamity.” 

“No, we must talk,” Michael insisted. He grappled 
with her as she tried to free herself. 

“Let go!” Mura yelled, her voice rising through her 
sobs. She got one arm free. 

“Shut up!” Michael shouted back. He slapped her 
across the face with an open palm, hoping to snap her out 
of her hysteria. Instead, she opened her mouth and let 
loose an carsplilting scream. Fearful of the consequences, 
Michael clapped a hand over her mouth. But it was not 
enough. Mura was a tall, strong woman, and she twisted 
from his grasp, letting out another cry. 

With some difficulty Michael got his hand over her 
mouth again, but no matter what he tried, he could not 
keep her quiet. Impulsively he dragged her over to the 
deep end of the pool and launched them botli into 
tlic water. But even the sudden dunking did not contain 
her screams until he forced her head beneath the wafer’s 
surface. 

Still she struggled, and when he brought her up for a 
breath, she let out a cry as loud as any previous. Again 
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•Michael pushed her under tlic water, and this time he held 
, her until her violent flailing slowed, then ceased. 

Slowly he cased up on the grip he had around her head, 
afraid she’d suddenly rear up and yell once more. Instead 
her limp body slowly bobbed to the surface, her face 
submerged. 

He pulled her body to the edge and lifted her onto tlic 
pool’s marble lip. A foamy mixture of mucus and saliva 
issued from her nose and slack mouth. As he looked at her 
and' realized she was dead, a shudder passed down his 
spine. His teeth began to chatter uncontrollably. He had 
killed someonc^ — someone he cared for. 

For a moment he stood perfectly still. He wondered if 
anyone could have heard Mura’s screeches. Thankfiilly, 
the night was still. In a panic, he dragged her over to the 
bed, laid her alongside, and pulled the coverlet over her. 
Then he ran past the pool and out into the night. 

Richard’s cottage was no more than fifty yards away, 
and Michael covered the distance in seconds. He 
potmded on the door. 

“Whoever it :s, go away!” Richard’s voice commanded 
from witltin. ^ . 

“Richard, it’s me!” Michael shouted back. 

“I don’t care who it is!” Richard yelled back. “We’re 
busy in here.’.’ 

“It can’t wait, Richie,” IVCchael insisted. “I got to see 
you.” 

A string of expletives preceded a short silence. Finally 
the door was pulled open. “This better be good,” 
Ridiard growled. He was buck naked. 

“We got a problem,” Michael announced. 

“You’re about to have Mother one,” Richard warned. 
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Then he noticed that Michael sopping wet. ‘“^Vby’d 

you go sNvimroing with your clothes pn?” he asked. 

“You gotta come with me baik to. my cottage,” 
Michael stammered. , ! - 

Richard noted the degree of his friend’s ■ anxiety. 
Richard glanced over his shoulder to make sure none . of 
the women, were close enough to hear. “Does this have 
something to do svith Sart’s body?” he asked in a yyhisper. 

“Yeah, unfortunately,” Michael said. , 

“Where’s Mura?” 

“She’s the problem,” Michael ^said. “She saw the 
body.” ‘ , 

. “Oh, Christ!” Richard moaned. ‘Ts she ujjsct?” . 

“She went ballistic on me,” Michael said. “You gotta 
come!” ; ' 

f* . • I ' ; 

“All right! Calm down. So she really got psycho?” 

“I’m telling you, she went completely crat^. You. gotta' 
get your ass over there.” | ' ■ ' V * 

“Okay already,” Richard soothed. “Don’t sKbut! I’ll 
be over in a few minutes. I’ll have to get ‘ rid of my 
friends,” j' ' ‘ ' 

Michael nodded as Richard closed the door hi his face. 
Turning around, he sprinted back p his quarters. 'After 
checking to make sure Mura’s body Was where he’d left it, 
he changed clothes to a dry set. Tjicn he paced up and 
down the room, waiting for Richard! 

True to his word, Richard arrived in less than five 
minutes. He scanned the room thej moment he stepped 
over the threshold. Evcrjthing looked peaceful enough. 
He half expected to see Mura sobbing uncontrollably on 
the bed, but she was nowhere to be pen.' “Well, where iS 
she?” he demanded. “In the bathroom?”; 

Michael didn’t ans^vc^. He motioned for Richard to 
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follow him and walked around thc‘t:nd of the -bed. 
Reaching down wth a shal^ hand, he grasped the corner 
of the coverlet and wWppcd it aside to expose the corpse. 
Mura’s previously translucent alabaster skin had become, a 
mottled- blue and the foam oozing from her mouth and 
nose was tinged wth red. 

“What the heU?” Richard gasped. He knelt down and 
felt for a carotid pulse. He stood back up. His free was 
slack with shock. “She’s dead!” 

“She opened the refrigerator,” Michael explained: 
“She saw Sart’s body.” 

“All right, I understood that,” Rich^d said. He stared 
at his friend. “But why did you kill her?” 

“I told you, she went crazy,” Michael said. “She was 
screaming bloody murder. I was afraid she was going to 
wake up the entire goddamn city.” ■ 

‘Why the hell did you let her open the refrigerator?” 
Richard demanded angrily. 

“I wasn’t watching for two seconds,” Michael said. 

“Yeah, well, you should have been more careful,” 
Richard complained; - ‘ 

“That’s easy for you to say,” Michael snapped. “I told 
you I didn’t want the body over here. He should have 
been in your refrigerator, notmine.” 

“Okay, calm do^vn,” Richard said. “We got to think 
what to do.” • . 

“There’s no more room in my refiigeraror,” Michael 
Said. “She’s got to go in yours.” 

^ Richard wasn’t ^vild about dragging the bodj' m-cr to 
his place, but he couldn’t come up with an alternate idea, 
and he knew they had to do something quickly. If Mura 
• were found, then Sart would be, too. One war or the 
other he’d be involved. 
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“All right,” Richard said reluctantly. “Let’s get it over 
with.” 

With dispatch they rolled Mura up inside the coverlet. 
Then svith Richard at the head and Michael at the foot, 
they carried her across the lawn to Richard’s cottage. 
ITic)' had a little trouble nangating her in through the 
door .since it was relatively narrow. 

“Jeez” Michael complained. “Carrying a body is a 
little like carrying a mattress. It’s harder than you'd 
think.” 

“That’s because it’s so much dead weight,” Richard 
said, smirldng at the double meaning. 

They dumped the body in the middle of the floor. 
While Michael unraveled the blanket, Richard went to the 
refrigerator and emptied it. Since this was his second time 
through the body in-thc- refrigerator routine, he knav 
exactly what to do, meaning to get Mura inside required a 
complete rearrangement of the contents. 

“All right,” Richard said. “Give me a hand.” 

Together they got Mura wedged into place. She was 
taller and hcaricr than Sart, so she was a tighter fit. In the 
end, they had to leave a fc%v containers out. 

Richard straightened up after finally managing to get 
the door to shut. “This has got to stop,” he said. 

“What?” Michael asked. 

“Knocking off these Interternms,” Richard said. 
“We’re out of refrigerators.” 

“Very funny,” Michael said. "How come I’m not 
laughing?” 

“Don’t make me answer that, birdbrain,” Richard 
said. 

“I’ll tell you what it really means,” Michael said. “We 
gotta get our asses out of Interterra! With two bodies, 
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the chances of someone stumbling across one has just 
doubled.” 

“You should have tliought of that before you knocked 
her off,” Richard said. 

“I’m telling you, I didn’t have any choice!” Iviichael 
yelled. “I didn’t want to ice her, but she w'ouldn’t shut 
up.” 

“Don’t shout!” Richard said. “You’re right. We got to 
get the hell out of here. The only good new's is that it 
seems the straiglitlaced admiral is thinking the same way 
wcare.” 

Suzanne couldn’t remember the last time she’d swum in 
the nude, and she was pleasantly shocked by the sensadon 
as she struck out aaoss the ptxil. And although she 
mildly self-conscious about being naked, especially given 
Garona’s perfect form, she wasn’t as uptight as she had 
. ima^ned she’d be. It was probably because Garona made 
her feel so accepted the way she was despite her physical 
imperfections. 

^ 1 Reaching the far end of the pool, Suzanne flipped over 

; and, w'ith a burst of speed, swam back to where Garona 
was contentedly sitting at the edge with just his feet in the 
^ . water. She gra^>cd onr of his ankles and succeeded in 
pulling lum into Ac wazer. They ducked under the W’atcr 
. ; and embraced. 

P ; 

j Eventually tiring of fhe~ enderwater play, Acy sw’am 
; to Ac side, and hauled 'Aetm.dvcs out of Ac water. 

I Ac slight breeze wafting i: fmm Ac open end of rAt 
I room, Suzanne felt gooseTiedbgcp ocz along Ac bacb x'f 
j her arms and Ac sides onherAiUfe, “T’rr. giao you emn'- 
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back tonight,” she said. She was genuinely gi 
him. 

' “I’m glad, too,” Garona said. “I was antidp: 
day.” . 

“I. wasn’t sure if you would conic back,” Sua 
“To be honest, I w-as warned you wouldn’t.; Fi 
acted immaturcly last night.” 

“What do you mean?” .. 

“I should have made a clearer choice,” Suk 
“E ither I should not have allowed you to stay t 
done so, I should have acted more appropriate! 
did.was somewhere in between.” 

“I enjoyed every minute,” Garona said. “C 
action was not goal-oriented. The idea was just 
time together, vyhich we did.” 

Suzanne gazed at Garona appreciatively 
lamenting that it required a trip to a surreal, rhyt 
to find such a sensitive, giving, and handsome mi 
mind naturally drifted to the idea of taking htrii I 
her, the thought yanked her back to the realty 6 
she was ever going to be able to go back herse 
brought up the other, major unanswered 
“Garona, Can you tell me why we’ve been br 
Interterra?” Suzanne asked suddenly. ’ • ' 

Garona sighed. “I am sorry,” he said. ‘T eam 
■fere with Arak. You and your group arc his charge 
“Just telling me why wc^rc here would be intc; 
“Yes,” Garona said without hesitation. ' “Pie: 
•put me in that position. I want so much to' be t 
‘honest with you, but in that sphere I cannot, ai 
trcsscsmctohavctodcnyyouanything.” : , 
Suzanne stared into her new friend’s face and i 
his sincerity. *T’m sorry for asking,” she said, S 
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her hand and he lifted his. They slowly pressed palms. 
Suzanne smiled with contentment; she was becoming 
pleasantly acclimated to the Interterran embrace. - 

“Perhaps I should ask how Arak is doing with his 
orieiltation?” Gafona said. 

“I’d say very well,” Suzanne commented. “Ht: and 
Sufa arc such gracious hosts.” 

“But of course,” Garona said. “They were lucky to get 
such an interesting group. I heard that tiicy have already 
taken you out mto the city. Did you enjoy that?” 

“It was fascinating,” Suzarme said. “We visited the • 
dcath.ccntcr and the spawning center as well as Arak and 
Sufa’s homc.^’ , , , 

“Such rapid process,” Garona comnicnted. “I’m 
imprcMcd indeed. Fye never heard of second-generation 
humans progressing, so ^juicldy. What is your reaction to 
what you have seen and heard? I can hardly imagine how 
extraordinary, it mustbeforyou.’.’ . 

“The expression beyond belief has never been so 
apropos.”,; 

“Have you found anything disturbing?” , . 

Suzanne tried to figure out if, Garona wanted the truth 
or platitudes.' 

“There was one thing that bothered me,” Suzanne 
began, deciding to i^ve Garona honesty. She went on to 
explain her negative reaction to the implant process., • 

• Garona nodded; “I Can appredafe your point of view,” 
he said. “It is a natural consequence of your Judeo- 
Christian roots, •which puts such high value on the indi- 
vidual. But I assure you'we do as well.’The fchiid’s essence 
is not ignored but rather added to the implanted essence. 

It is a mutu'dly bcncfidal orbeess. athie svrnhiosis ’’ 
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“But how can an unbom’s essence compete with that 
of a learned adult?” 

“It is not a competition, ” Garona said. “Both benefit, 
although obvioixsly the child benefits the most, I can tell 
you, as someone who has gone through the process 
countless times, I have been strongly influenced by each 
cs.scncc from each body. It is definitely an additive 
process.” 

“It seems like a rationalization,” Suzanne said. “But 
I’ll try' to keep an open mind.” 

“I hope you do,” Garona said. “I’m sure Arak plans to 
return to this issue in the didactic sessions. Remember, 
today’s outing was not to explain things thoroughly but 
rather to help overcome the usual disbelief with which our 
visitors initially strug^c.” 

“I’m aware of that,” Suzanne said. “But it is true I 
tend to forget. So thank you for reminding me.’’ 

“My pleasure,” Garona said. 

“You’re a sensitive, l>cautifiil man, Garona,” Suzanne 
j said with all sincerity. “It is a delight to be svith you.” .She 
' found herself wondering what it would be like to walk 
with him on tlic beach at Malibu or driving on Route 1 
around Big Sur. One thing that Interterra lacked was an 
ocean, and as an oceanographer, the ocean w as central to 
Suzanne’.s universe. 

“You arc a bcautifiil woman. You’re extraordinarily 
entertaining.” 

“Thanks to my alluring primitrvcncss,” Suzanne said. 
She guc.<«cd Garona imagined he was complimenting her, 
but she would have preferred a word other than rnttr- 
tetininji, especially after Donald’s complain r. 

“Your primitivcncss is endearing,” Garona agreed.' 

Briefly .Suzanne entertained the idea of letting Garona 







know her response to being osllcd K'-; 

resisted. At tJiis stage of their rektionshir sev 
be positive. Instead she said, “Garona, there's so**x'rh- rg 
I want you to know about me.” 

Garona pricked his ears. 

“I want you to know I don’t ha\‘e anoshcr lonr, I vhc. 
but that ended.” 

“It do«n’t matter,” Garona said. “The onty thing 
matters is that you arc here this moment.” 

“It matters to me,” Suzanne said, mildly hurt. ‘T: 
matters to me a Sot.” 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


The morning of the sccondar>’ humans’ second full day in 
Interterra began as the first day had. Suzanne and Perry 
were offhand with each other about their previous even- 
ing’s experiences and eager for what the day was to bring. 
Donald was less enthusiastic and even a touch morose. 
Richard and Michael were tense and silent, and when they 
did talk, it was only about leaving. Donald had to shut 
them up when Arak made his entrance. 

After brin^g the group back, to the same conference 
room they, used the day before, Arak and Sufa launched 
into an educational session that dragged on for hours; 
This was mainly a scientific discussion that included the 
way Interterra tapped the earth’s geothermal energy; how 
the Intcrtcrran climate was maintained, including the 
mechanism used to generate the nightly rain; how biolu- 
mincsccnt technology was used to provide even lighting 
both indoors and out; how water, oxygen, and carbon 
dioxide were handled; and how phdtosynthctic and 
chcmosynthctic food plants were grotvn hydroponically. 

As die image on the floor screen faded and the general 
illuminatior; began to return, the only two secondary 
humans paying attention were Suzanne and Perry. 
Donald was staring off, obwously absorbed in his own 
thoughts. Richard and Michael were fast asleep. As the 
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“It’s hard for me to concentrate on technical matters 
when I don’t know why I’m here.” 

“I see,” Arak said. He bent over and conferred in a 
hushed whisper wth Sufa and the Blacks. Then, leaning 
back, he added, “Unfortunately, I cannot answer your 
quesnon completely since w'c have been spedfically pro- 
scribed from telling you the main reason why you arc 
here. But I can say this: one of the reasons was to stop the 
attempted drilling into the Saranta exit port, which I can 
happily say was accomplished. I can also assure you that 
today you \vill learn the main reason. Will that suffice for 
the moment?’’ 

“I suppose,’’ Donald said. “But if we’re going to learn, 
I don’t see why you can’t tell us now.’’ 

“Because of protocol,” Arak said. 

Donald nodded reluctantly. “As a retired naval officer, 
I suppose I cm accept that.” 

“Any other questions about today’s presentation?” 
Arak asked. 

“I’m a bit overwhelmed at the moment,” Perry 
admitted. “But I’m sure I’ll have questions as the day 
progresses.” 

“Well, then,” Arak said. “Let’s begin our excursion. 
Wth what you have heard this morning, where, would 
you like to visit first?” 

“How about the Earth Surface Museum?” Donald 
suggested before anyone else could respond. 

“Yeah!” Michael blurted enthusiastically. “The place 
with the ’Vette out front.” 

“You’d like to see the Earth Surface Museum?” Arak 
questioned with obvious bewilderment. He glanced at 
Sufa. Her reaction was the same. 

“I think it would be interesting,” Donald said. 
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“Me, too,” Michael said. 

“But why?” Arak questioned. “Pardon our surprise, 
but with all the things we have been telling you, we’re 
mystified that you would rather look back than forward.” 

Donald shrugged. “Maybe it’s just a touch of nos- 
talgia.” • ■ 

“Seeing what you have chosen to display might give us 
a feeling for your re^onse to our world,” Suzanne 
offered. She wasn’t as interested in seeing the museum as 
the other sites Arak had been describing, but was happy to 
support Donald’s request. 

“Very well,” Arak said agreeably. “The Earth Surface 
Museum shall be our next stop.” 

Evcrj’one got to their feet. -For the first time Donald 
acted eager, cspcdally when they got outside. He asked 
Arak to show' them hov,' to call an air taxi, and Arak was 
happy to oblige. Arak went a step ftirther and had Donald 
place his palm on the taxi’s center black table and give the 
destination command. 

“That was caw,” Donald said as the craft silently and 
effortlessly rose, then shot off in the corresponding 
direction. 

“Of course,” Arak said. “It’s meant to be easy.” 

All of the s-isitors found the air taxi rides a high point of 

the day. They never tired of the vista of the city and the 
i surrounding area. With craning necks they tried to take in 
; cveiything, but it was difficult; there was so much to sec 
, and because they were traveling so fast. Within a few 
minutes they were left standing before the entrance to the 

museum, a few steps from the barnacle-encrusted Chev- 
i rolct Corvette. 


“God 1 loved that car," Michael said with a wistful 
Sigh as he climbed from the hovercraft. He 
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gazed longingly at the monument. “I was dating Dorothy 
Drc.xlcr at the time. I don’t know which had the better 
body.” 

“Did tliey botlt need an ignition key to get them 
started?” Richard asked widi a smirk. 

Michael took a s\\ipe at his buddy witli an open palm, 
but Richard evaded it with ease. Then he danced briefiy 
on his toes like a professional boxer before taking a .swing 
of his own. 

“No fighting,” Donald snapped, insinuating himself 
between die two divers. 

“Your Corvette might have been fine for you and 
Dorothy,” Suzanne said, “but I feel .rather embarrassed 
the Intcrterrans feel that this symbolizes our culture.” 

“It docs suggest we’re rather superficial,” Perry 
agreed. “Besides bc'mg i usty and in sorry shape.” 

“Superficial and materialistic,” Suzanne said, “which, 
I suppose, is probably the ease when you think about it,” 

“You’re reading too much into the symbolism,” Arak 
said. “The reason w'c have put it here at the front of die 
museum is much simpler. Since we arc now relegated to 
observing you from afar to keep from being detected by 
your advancing technology, die atitomobilc is what we 
notice most. From a great distance it almost appears that 
the cars arc the dominant life form on die surface of dtc 
earth, with secondary human."; acting like robots to take 
care of diem.” 

Suzanne had trouble suppressing a laugli at such an 
absurd suggestion, but when she thought about it, she 
could understand how it miglit seem from a distance. 

“What is more symbolic is die design of the stnicturc,” 
Arak said. 

All eyes turned to the museum itself. Up close, die 
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structure possessed an overpowering sepulchral aura. 
Four and five stories tall, it was composed of rectilinear 
segments either stacked or at right angles to create a com- 
plicated, sharply geometric form. Most segments were 
covered with square windows. 

“The building symbolizes secondary human urban 
architecture,” Arak commented. 

“It’s rather ugly in its boxincss,” Suzanne said. 

“It isn’t pleasing to the eye,” Arak admitted. “Nor arc 
most of your cities, which arc essentially so many box-like 
skyscrapers built on grids.” 

“There are some exceptions,” Suzanne said. 

“A few,” Arak agreed, “But unfortunately, most ot 
the architectural lessons the Atlanteans bestowed on your 
ancient forebears have been lost or disregarded.” 

“It’s an enormous building,” Perry commented. It 
covered the equivalent of a modem city block. 

“It needs to be,” Arak said. “We have an extensive 
earth surface collection. Remember, we’re talking about a 
time span of millions upon millions of years ” 

“So the museum is not just of secondary human 
culture?” Suzanne asked. 

“Not at all,” Arak said. “It is also the whole panoply of 
current earth surface evolution. Of course, we have been 
mostly interested in the last ten thousand years or so for 
obvious reasons. Although that segment of time repre- 
sents a mere cycblink in comparison to the period as a 
whole, we have concentrated our collections on it. ” 

“What about dinosaurs?” Perry questioned. 

“We have a small but representative exhibit of pre- 
served specimens,” Arak said. Then he added as an aside; 

‘Such frightfully riolent creatures!” He shook his head 
as if experiendng a passing wave of nausea. 
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“I want to see that exhibit,” Perry said eagerly. “IVc 
been d'. ing to know what color dinosaurs were.” 

“For the most part they were a rather nondescript 
gray-green,” Arak said. “Rather ugly ifyou must know.” 

“Let’s go inside,” Sufa suggested. 

The group trooped into the entrance hall. It was an 
enormous room sheathed in the same black basalt as the 
exterior. Shafts of bright light came fi’om apertures in 
die high ceiling. They crisscrossed in die general dimness 
like miniature searchlights to illuminate displayed objects 
in a dramatic fashion. Multiple corridors emanated from 
this centra! hub. 

“Wliy arc dicrc no people?” Suzanne asked. In every 
direction she looked, all she saw was empty, marbled hall- 
wavs. Her voice echoed repeatedly in the sepulchral 
silence. 

“It’s always like this,” Arak explained. “As important 
as this museum is, it Is not particularly popular. Most 
people would rather not be reminded of the threat your 
world poses for us.” 

“You mean threat of detection,” Suzamic added. 

“Precisely,” Sufa said. 

“This looks like a place where it would be easy to get 
lost,” Perry said. He peered down some of the lengthy, 
dimly lit, and silent corridors. 

“Not really,” Arak said. He pointed to the left. 
“Starting here, with blue-green algae, the evolutionary 
exhibits arc chronological.” Then he pointed to the right. 
“And on tlus side we have secondary human culture 
starting with the earliest African hominids and extending 
up to tile present. At any given location in die museum 
one could determine how to find the way back here to the 
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entrance hall by following the direction of progressively 
older specimens.” ' 

“I’d like to see the exhibits depicting our modem 
times,” Donald said. 

“Certainly,” Arak said. “Follow me. We’ll take a 
shortcut through the first five or six million years.” 

The group followed Arak and Sufa like schoolchildren 
on a day trip to the museum. Suzanne and Perry found it 
difficult not to stop and view ever}' display, especially 
Avhen tlicy reached the halls devoted to Egyptian, Greek, 
and Roman artifacts. Neither Suzanne nor Perry had seen 
anything quite like them. It was as if someone had stepped 
back in time with free rein to pick the choicest' objects. 
Suzanne w'as particularly enthralled with the period 
clothing tastefully displayed on life-sized mannequins. 

“You’ll notice there is a marked quantity difference in 
our collections,” Arak explained. He had remained with 
Suzanne and Perry as die others w'andcred on. “We have 
comparatively litdc modern material. The farther back in 
your history, the more extensive the exhibits are. A very 
long time ago we used to make actual trips in isolation 
suits to collect for the museum. Of course, we eventually 
had to stop that practice for fear of exposure once your 
forebears developed writing.” 

“Arak!” Sufa called from several galleries ahead. 
“Donald, Richard, and Michael are moving quickly, so I’ll 
go aliead with them!” 

“That’s fine,” Arak called back. “We’U all meet up in 
the entrance hall in about one hour.” 

Sufa nodded and waved good-bye. 

“Why w'crc you worried about exposure to andent 
peoples?” Suzanne asked. “They certainly did not have 
the technology to cause you any trouble.” 
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“Very true,” Arak admitted. “But we knew you 
second-generation humans would have it someday, and 
we didn’t want any record of our visits. It was enough to 
worry about the failed Atlantcan experiment, although 
that was less of a concern since the primary humans 
involved had been posing as second-generation humans.” 

Suzanne nodded, but her attention had drifted to an 
elaborate, ancient Minoah dress which would leave the 
breasts completely exposed. 

“Tnerc is one period m your modem history that we 
have a lot of artifacts from,” Arak said. “Would you care 
to see?” 

Suzanne looked at Perry, who shrugged. “Certainly,” 
Suzanne said. 

Arak turned left and strode off through a side gallery 
filled with exquisite Greek pottery. With Suzanne and 
Pcrr>' at his heels he turned anotltcr corner and climbed a 
nondescript flight of stairs. On the floor above they 
emerged at a huge gallery filled with World War II mat- 
eriel. The artifacts ranged from items as small as dog tags 
and uniform insignia to those as large as a Sherman tank, a 
B-24 Liberator aircraft, and an intact U-boat, with all 
sorts of objects in between. It was apparent that every- 
thing in the gallery was at one time submerged in the 
ocean. 

“My word,” Perry contmented as he strolled betrveen 
the displays. “This is more like a junkyard than a museum 
exhibit.” 

“It appears that our last world war contributed sub- 
•stantially to your museum’s collection,” Suzanne said. 
She and Arak remained at the head of the stairs. This was 
not an exhibit Suzanne was at all interested in. 

“A big contribution,” Arak agreed. “Objects such as 
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you see here rained dowTi to the ocean floor for over 
five years. For the last few hundred years of your histor)', 
scavenging the ocean floor has been our only source of 
curios.” 

Suzanne glanced at the U-boat. “Did the explosive 
growth of submarine technology and operations concern 
you?” 

“Only in regard to sonar capability,” Arak said. 
“Especially when the sonar technology was combined 
witlt making bathypelagic contour maps. Such tcchnologs’ 
was one of the reasons we’d elected to close the entrance 
ports like the one you came through.” 

While Suzanne and Arak continued to discuss son.if 
and its threat to Interterran security, Perry wandetwi 
tlie full wdth of the World War II gallery. Some ot rh. 
paraphernalia seemed in pristine condition, (Uher oIva-' 
were barnacle-encrusted like the (>)rveltc outsuiv 
museum. Ac the end of the aisle, he poked liis lu ac 
window facing cast and caught a glimpse ofilu- n’' -- 

spires that servxd'as supports for the Azores 

Perry glanced down at the courtyard ’ 

doublctakc. The Oceanuf, the UcfitliK M.m ' ' 
iblc, was sitting on what appeared to he :i 
to a large air taxi. 

“Hey, Suzanne!” Perry <;rir,<l out u '"- 

Suzanne hurried over to jrxn liim 
Icancd out the windov/ and follows'. ' 
finger. 

“Mygosh!”Suzannr «3)d “It'v.v' v 
is it doing here?” 

“Oh, ycf,,” Afat tiid '■) /ciftss « 

interest your ship jm yr nr nttw '>'• • • 
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museum. I believe, with your permission, they intend to 
make it one of the exhibits.” 

‘Was it damaged?*' Pcrr>' asked. 

“Only minimally,” Arak said. “Skilled worker clones 
have repaired the outside lights and manipulator arm. It’s 
also been decontaminated, but is otherwise intact. Arc 
you familiar with the boat’s components?” 

“Somewhat,” Perry said. “But not from an oper- 
ational perspective. Suzanne know's more than I. I’ve only 
been in it mice.” 

“Donald is the real expert,” Suzanne said. “He blows 
he craft like the back of his hand.” 

“Excellent,” Arak said. “We do have some questions 
bout the sonar, which we have found to be even more 
ophisticated than w'c’d imagined.” 

“He’s the one to ask,” Suzanne said. 

“What’s the submersible sitting on?” Perry asked. 

“That’s an air taxi freighter,” Arak said. 


dichaci made it a point to keep up with Donald, who was 
ruising through the museum as if he w'cre out for cxcr- 
isc rather than studying the exhibits. Every few steps 
iichacl had to run a couple of strides. Donald had long 
ince left Sufa and Richard far behind. 

“Wliy the hell are you going so fast?” Michael panted. 
‘Wliat is this, a race?” 

“You don’t have to stay wath me,” Donald shot back. 
Ic turned another corner and continued on. They w'crc 
loving througli a gallery containing Renaissance sculp- 
arcs and paintings. 

“Richard and. I think we should get out of Interterra 
kSAP,” Michael managed. He w'as short of breath. 
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“You both made that dear over breakfast,” Donald 
said jecringly. He turned anotlicr comer and entered a 
room hung witli carpets. 

“We’re getting a little worried,” Michael continued, 
trying to stay alongside the fast -moving ex-naval officer. 

“About what, sailor?” Donald asked. 

“Because . . . well ... we have a problem,” Michael 
said hesitantly. “It involves a couple of these Inter- 
terrans.” 

“I’m not interested in your personal problems,” 
Donald snapped. 

“But there was an aeddent,” Michael said. “Or actu- 
ally, two aeddents.” 

Donald stopped short and Michael did the same. 
Donald stabbed the air in front of Michael’s face. 
Donald’s Ups were pulled back in a sneer, “listen, bone- 
head! You two dedded to fraternize with these 
interterrans. I don’t want to hear about your difficulties 
getting along witli them. Understand?” 

“But—” 

“No buts, sailor!” Donald spar. “I’m trying to get us 
out of here, and I don’t want to be distracted by cither 
you or your half-wit buddy.” 

“Okay, okay,” Michael .said, raising bis hand defen- 
sively. “I’m glad you’re working on it. Getting our of here 
as soon as we can is all I’m concerned about. I mean. I’ll 
help any way I can.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Donald said scornfully. 

“Do you have any ideas al>out how we're going to be 
able to do it?” 

“It’ll be diffiknilt,” Donald admitted. “We’re going to 
have to find someone besides Arak to get Isomc real 
ansv.’crs. Infomution is the key. The best thing, of course. 
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would be to find someone who’s not happy here, 
who’s been around long enough to be knowledge; 
about how to get out.” 

“Nobody seems unhappy,” Michael commented. “ 
like thev’re living one big party.” 

“I’m not talking about Intcrtcrrans,” Donald s 
“Arak hxs implied that a number of people firom 
world have ended up down here. Some of them musi 
homesick and not quite as chummy with the interten 
as Ismael and Mary Black seem to be. It’s human nati 
or at least secondary-human nature, to resist constra 
That’s the kind of person I’d like to find.” 

“How do you propose to do it?” 

“I don’t know,” Donald admitted. “We’ve got to k 
our eyes open for when oppormnity knocks. I can tell ] 
I like being out in the city. We’re surely not going to ( 
such a person while we’re sitting in that damn confcrc 
room.” 

“But this place is deserted,” Michael complained. 1 
eyes took a momentary detour up and down the cm 
corridors. 

“I didn’t come here to meet anyone,” Donald said, 
came to this damned museum with the hope of com 
across some weapons. I tliought thcrc’d be some, bt 
haven’t seen a single one. Having a museum about hun 
history without weapons is ridiculous. The padfism 
these Intcrtcrrans is driving me up the wall.” 

“Weapons!” Michael commented. He nodded. 1 
idea hadn’t dawned on him, but he immediately t 
intrigued. “Cool idea! To tell you the truth, I W'as W( 
dcring why you wanted to come here.” 

“Well, now you know, sailor,” Donald said. “A 
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maybe you can even help, since tliis place is so enormous. 
If we spread out we can cover a lot more ground.” 

No sooner had Donald uttered this suggestion than his 
eye caught something he’d not seen in any other exhi- 
bition hall: a closed door with the words RESTRICTED 
Entry written over its upper panel. Curious as to what it 
might conceal, he approached it, with Michael at his 
heels. As Donald got closer he could see that there were 
several otiter words in smaller letters: For Entry, Apply 
TO Council of Elders. 

“VVhat the hell is the Council of Elders.^” Michael 
asked over Donald’s shoulder. 

“Some sort of governing body, 1 imagine,” Donald 
said. He put liis hand on the door and pushed. It was 
unlocked, like all doors in Intcrterra. 

“Eureka!” Donald said as he caught a glimpse of some 
of the objects displayed in the room beyond. He pushed 
the door all the way open and stepped over the threshold. 
Michael entered behind him and whistled. 

“No wonder we haven’t seen any weapons,” Donald 
said. “It looks like they got their own hidden gallery.” 
The room w’as comparatively narrow' but extremely long. 
On both sides were display shelves cluttered witli mns. 

The two men had entered the gallery approximately 
halfway along its length. On the shelf directly opposite 
the entrance was a medieval crossbow with a quiver of 
needle-sharp quarrels. Michael leaned over and lifted the 
crossbow from its resting place. He whistled again. He’d 
never handled such a weapon. “Jeez!” he commented. 
“What a ficrcc-looking contraption.” He knocked the 
stock with his knuckle. The sound was a solid thunk. He 
twanged the bowstring. It was still sound. He held it up in 


300 


ROBIN COOK 


the air and sighted along its shaft. “I bef this thing sol! 
works.” 

Donald had started off to the right, but soon rccog- 
ni/xd he was going in the wrong chronological direco'on. 
The weapons were becoming older. Ahead he could see a 
collection of Greek and Roman short swords, bows, and 
spears. He turned and passed Michael, who was bus>' 
trying to bend the crossbow svith a hand crank to slip the 
string into its locking device. 

“There’s still a lot of strength in the bow,” Michael 
said as he succeeded finally. He placed one of the bolts 
-‘nto the guide and held the loaded weapon up for Donald 
o see. “What do you think?” 

“It’s got possibilities,” Donald said vaguely while 
leading down the other way. He was encouraged when 
ic saw the first examples of early harquebuses. “But I 
ns hoping for something a bit more definitive than an 
rbalcst.” 

“I thought this thing was called a crossbow,” Michael 
aid. 

“Same thing,” Donald said svithout turning back.. 

Michael put his finger on the release lever and, svithout 
ncaning to, discharged the weapon The bolt hissed from 
ts position in the guide, ricocheted oft" the basalt wall 
rith a high-pitched scraping sound, shot past Donald’s 
ight car, and buried itself into one of the wooden shelves. 
)onald had felt the tvind frt>ni the missile as it .sailed by. , 

“Jesus H. Christ!” Donald roared. “You almost nailed 
1C with that goddamn thing!” 

“Sorry,” Michael said. “I hardly touched the trigger.” 

“Put it down before one of us gets hurt,” Donald 
died. 

“At least we know it woriai,” Michael said. 
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Donald shook his head with disgust while he reached 
up with his hand to check his car. ThankfvtUy there was no 
blood. The bolt had come that close. Mumbling cxi>lc- 
tives about the clowns he’d gotten stranded with, he 
continued down the gallery. Soon he w'as looking at a 
collection of World War II rifles and handguns. To his 
chagrin, they were in sorry • iupe, ha\ing sufibred the. ill 
effects of saU water. He became progressively discouraged 
until he came across a German I,ugcr near tlte room’s 
end. At first sight it appeared to be in excellent condition. 

Unaware he was holding his breath, Donald reached 
for the pistol and, hefted it. To his delight, tlie gun 
appeared pristine even under dose scrutiny. With great 
antidpation he released the magazine. A smile spread 
across his face. The clip was full! 

“Did you find something good?” Michael asked. He’d 
come up behind Donald. 

Donald pushed the magazine home in the pistol’s hand 
grip. It made a definitive, reassuringly solid mechanical 
sound. He held the gun aloft. “This is what I’ve been 
looidngfor.” 

“Cool!” Midiacl sjud. 

Lovin^y Donald put the Luger back where he’d found 
it. 

‘What arc you doing?” Michael questioned. “Aren’t 
you going to take it?” ; 

“Not now,” Donald said. “Not until I know what I’m 
going to do with iL” 


Richard stopped dead in his tracks. He could not belie 
what hc^ seeing. It was a room chock foil of treasur 
mostly from anaent times. There wer.. ,-n« 
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bowls, and even whole statues made of solid gold, all 
dramatically lit tvith concentrated beams of light. In one 
corner was a scries of chests fiUed with doubloons. The 
display w'as dazzling. 

What made the sigjit even more astounding Tor 
Richard was that the entire collection of inestimable value 
was all within easy grasp since the objects were out in the 
open and not behind protective glass barriers like he w'as 
accustomed to in all the museums he’d ever \isitcd. And 
this was on top of the fact that the museum’s front door 
had no guards. 

‘Tliis is unbelievable,” Richard managed. “God, this 
iantastic. What I would do for a wheelbarrow of 
iStuffl” 

“You like these objects?” Sufa questioned. 

“Like them? I love them,” Richard stammered. “I’ve 
cr seen anything like this, I doubt there’s this much 
d in Fort Kno.x.” 

“We have storerooms filled with these things,” Sufa 
i. “Siiips have been sinking with gold for years. I can 
ingc to have a quantity of similar objects sent to your 
>m for your own enjoyment if you’d like.” 

“You mean stulflikc wx’rc seeing here?” 

“Ccruinly,” Sufa said. “Do you prefer the large statues 
:hc smaller objects.’” 

“Pm not picky,” Richard said. “But what about 
'cls? Does the museum have jewels too?” 

“Gcrtainly,” Sufa said. “But most of it comes from 
ir ancient times. Would you care to view' it?” 

“Why not?” Richard answered. 

On the way to the gallery of ancient jewelry, Richard 
ight sight of an artifact in a display of rvvcnticth- 
itury curios that brought a smile to his face. On a 
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chcst-high pedestal a Frisbcc was carefully illuminated 
with a pencil of light, as if it, too, were as priceless as gold. 

“Well, Fll be!” Richard said as he stopped in front of 
the chartreuse disk. He noticed a few canine indentations 
along the Frisbec’s edge. “What on earth is this here for?” 
he called ahead to Sufe. 

Sufa came back to where Richard was standing to sec 
what he was referring to. “We don’t know exactly what 
that is,” she admitted. “But some have suggested it might 
be a model of one of our antigravity vehicles like our air 
taxis or like our interplanetary cruisers. We were afraid for 
a time that there had been a direct sighting.” 

Richard threw his head back and laughed. /'You got to 
be kidding,” he said. 

“No, I’m not joking,” Sufe said. “Its shape is very 
suggestive, and it can be spun to capture a cushion of air 
that mimics an antigravity ship.” 

“It’s not a model of anj'thing,” Richard said. “It’s 
nothing but a Frisbee.” 

“What is it used for?” Sufa asked. ' 

“It’s to play with,” Richard said. “You spin it like you 
said and then someone else catches it. Let me show 
you.” Richard picked up the Frisbcc and gendy flipped it 
up into the air on an angle The toy reached an apogee 
then returned. He caught it in his palm betw'ecn his 
thumb and fingers. “That’s all there is to it,” he said. “It’s 
easy, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose,” Sufa said. 


Let me throw it to you and ySu catch it just like I 
did, Richard sdd. He trotted down the gallery, about 
fiity feet. He turned and tossed the Frisbcc tov/ard Sufa, 
She went through the motions as if she v/crc going to 
eaten It, but shc.was too clumsy. Although it grazed her 
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hand, she failed to grab it; it clattered to the floor. After 
roiling his eyes at her ineptness, Richard trotted back and 
showed her again how to do it. But his effinrts were in 
vain. On the next toss she was even more awkward than 
on the first. 

“You people aren’t into physical activity, arc you?” 
Richard said scornfully. “I’ve never met anyone who 
couldn’t catch a Frisbcc.” 

“What’s the purpose?” 

“There’s no purpose,” Richard snapped. “It’s just fim. 
It’s a sport. Tossing this thing back and forth gives you a 
chance to run around.” 

“It seems pointless to me,” Sufa said. 

“Don’t you people get any exercise down here in 
Intcrtcrra?” 

“Certainly,” Sufe said. ‘We enjoy :^vimming particu- 
larly but also walking and playing with our homids. Of 
course there’s always sex, as I’m sure Mccta, Paicnque, 
and Karenahave shown you.” 

“I’m talking about a sport!” Richard complained. 
“Sex is not a sport. ” 

“It is for us,” Soft said. “And it’s certainly a lot of 
exerdse.” 

“What about a sport in which you try to win?” Richard 
asked. 

“Win?” Sufa questioned. 

“You know, competition!” Richard said svith annoy- 
ance. “Don’t you have any competiave games?” 

“Heavens no!” Sufo said. “We stopped that land of 
nonsense cons ago when we eliminated wars and 
violence.” 

» 

“Oh, for chrissakc,” Richard blurted. “No sports! 
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Tha, mcam .0 icc hockey, no footbaU. not even 

lecz' And to think Suzanne thinks this place IS heavtn. 

’ "pte calm down.” Sufa ptged, “Why are you so 

’*'“Do I seem agitated!” Kchaid questioned iimocentiy. 

“Indeed you do,” Sufa said. ^ 

• “I guess I need some cxerdsc,” Richard ofiered. WiA 
the Frisbek under his arm, he. nervously cracked to 
knuckles. He knew he was strung out, and he knew why. 
in his mind’s eye he kept picturing a worker done stum- 
ebUng onto Mura’s corpse scrunched up inside his 
refrigerator. 

“Why don’t you take the Frisbee?” Sufa suggested. 
“Perhaps Michael or one of the others will partidpatc 
with you.” 

“Why not,” Pichard said, but without mudi 
enthusiasm, 


“All right, cvcryb-'jdj'” Arak called out. The grate rsri 
reunited out on &.c terrace in front of the nrrsetr: 
spcnd'pg more traz an hour inside. They wrre £1 
cussing what thr.’ had seen during the vifrr. "rr— - 
Wchard, who rerriamed on the perbbry. retJessdr 
tossing the Frisbcc into the air and 
of the steps three air taiis were waiting. 

“Let’s talk about the arrangemenn ft-' 
morning,” Arak said. “Sufa v.Til acct-rrrsrrrr 
the air taxi construction and repar 
that is what you had wanted to see.” 

• 
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Donald nodded. 

“What about you, Richard?” Arak asked. "Which of 
those two destinations appeals- to you?” 

“I don’t really care,” Richard said, continhing to flip 
the Frisbec-into the air. 

“You have to choose one or the other,” Arak said. 

“Okay, then, the air tax* factory*,” Richard said 
impassively. 

“What about Suzanne?” Perry questioned. 

“Dr Newell will go vnth me for a meeting with the 
Council of Elders,” Arak said. 

“By herself?” Feeling protective, Perry glanced at 
Suzanne. 

“It’s okay,” Suzanne said reassuringly. “While you 
climbed into the .U-boat in the World War 11 hall, Arak 
explained the ciders wanted to talk with me professionally, 
as an oceanographer.” 

“But why alone?” Perry asked. “And why not me?. 
After all, I run an oceanographic company.” 

“I don't think it’s the business side they’re interested 
in,” Suzanne said. “Don’t worry.” 

“Arc you sure?” Perry persisted. 

“Quite sure,” Suzanne said. She patted Perry’s 
shoulder. 

“Then let us go,” Arak called out, “We’U all meet back 
at the visitors’ palace later in the day.” Beckoning for the 
others to follow, he skirted the old Corvette’s dais and 
started down the wide steps toward the hovering air taxis. 


It did seem strange to Suzanne to be alone with Arak as 
the air taxi swept them off to their destination. It was the 
first time Suzanne had been away from the others except 
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to sleep in her cottage. She looked over at Arak, and h< 
smiled back at her. Being in such quiet proximity made 
her again aware of how handsome he was. 

“Are you enjoying your orientation?” Arak ques 
tioned. “Or arc you finding it fi-ustratingly fiist or slow?” 

“Overwhelming is the best way to describe how I’n 
finding it ” Suzanne said. “Speed is not the issue, and 1 
certainly don’t feel frustrated in the slightest.” 

“Your group is quite a challenge for designing anc 
tailoring the best orientation protocol. You are all so dif 
fcrent, a fact that we Interterrans find fascinating but alsc 
daunting. You sec, because of selection and adaptation 
we arc sSi very much alike, which I’m ^e is something 
you’ve recognized.” 

“You arc all ycry nice,” Suzanne said with a nod. Sh< 
realized that until Arak mentioned it, she hadn’t given i 
much thought. Now that she had, she realized it was true 
Not only were they all similarly attractive in a classica 
sense, but they all were equally gracious, intelligt it, anc 
easygoing. There was litdc if any variation in their tern 
peraments. 

“Nice is a ra^er sanitized word to choose,” Arak said 
“I hope you arc not bored with us.” 

Suzanne gave a littie laugh. “It’s hard to be borec 
when you arc overwhelmed,” she said. “I can assure you 
I am not .bored.” Her eyes wandered to the incredibl 
vista out over the city widi the sv’arms of air taxis whiz 
zing by. Being bored was the furthest thing fi-om he 
mind,' yet she suddenly understood what Arak wa 
alluding to. After a while, Intertcrra might become ore 
some because of its homogeneity. Some of the ver 
. aspects that made it such a paradise also rendered it bland 
Suzanne focused on a strildng stFuefure that l(x>mc 
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out of the tapestry of the dty and pulled her from her 
musing as the air taad quickly approached. It was an enor- 
mous black pyramid with a bright gold top. As the air 
taxis stopped and then descended to a causeway that led 
up to the pyramid’s entrance, she was struck by its resem- 
blance to Ac Great Pyramid of Egypt at Giza. Having 
been to Giza, she could tcH that Ac Interterran version 
was even approxiihatcly Ac-same size. When she men- 
tioned this similarity to Arak, he smiled patronizingly. 

“The design was one of our gifts to Aat culture,” 
Arak said. “We had great hopes for Acra since Acy were, 
initially, a raAcr peaceful civilization. We sent a delegation 
to live among Acm early m Acir history wiA Ac idea of 
promoting Acm over Ac oAcr extremely warlike peoples 
who had evolved. The experiment wasn’t as big an under- 
taking as Ac Atiantcan movement, and we Ad try, but it 
all came to naught.” 

“Did you show Acm how to build it as well as provide 
Ac design?” Suzanne asked. For her Ac ridAe of Ac 
Great Pyramid was one of Ac most fasdnacing of Ac^ 
ancient world. 

“Of course,” Arak said. “We had to; We also showed 
Acm Ac concept of Ac arch, but Acy steadfastly refused 
to believe it would work and never tried it on a single 
structure.” 

The air taxi came to a stop and Ac side opened. 

“After you,” Arak said graciously. 

Once they gained entry, Suzanne realized Aat any 
similarity betsveen Ac two structures vanished. The Intcr- 
icrran pyramid mtcrior was gleaming white marble, and 
the interior spaces were grand instead of claustrophobic. •• 

As Suzanne and Arak walked down a corridor hcaAng 
^ toward Ac center of Ac building, Suzanne was met by 
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lothcr suiprisc. Garona stepped oct cf a set 
ireedy in front of her and cn%-eIopci cer - a 

mbracc. _ ^ » . 

“Garonal” Suzanne murmured ^its. 
he hugged hhn back. “What a nice serrr^sc! ' 

ipcct to sec you until toni^t. Or at least I fioettg 

Msec you tonight.” _ - 

“Of counc you would have,” Garons ssici- i 
:ould not wait.” He looked into her eyes. “I knew you 
spcrc coming to the Council of Elders today so I came 
over to wait for you.” 

“I’m pleased,” Suzanne sai<L 
“WcM better move ” Arak said. “The council b 
waiting.” 

“Certainly,” Garona said. He rook his arms from 
Suzanne and grasped hw hand instead. The three began 
walking. 

“How was your morning?” Garona inquired. 
“Enlightcning,” Suzanne said. ‘Tour technology is 
astounding.” 

“We had a sdcntific session,” Arak cxplaincd. 

“ Any site wats?” Garona asked. 

“We went to the Earth Surfece Museum,” Suzanne 
said. 

“Rcally?”'Garona seemed surprised, 

“It was a specific request of Mr. Donald Fuller,” Arak 
explained. 

Did you find it instructive?” Garona asked. 

“It was interpting,” Suzanne said. “But it wouldn’t 
have been my 'choice, not with what we had learned 
during the didactic session.” 

approached an impressive set of bronze doors 
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recognized as an ankh, or andent Egyptian symbol of life. 
It was another reminder for her of Ac apparent exchange 
of information from the Intcrterrans to andent secondary 
human dvilization. It made her wonder what else had 
come from this advanced culture. 

The moment they arrived at them, the doors swung 
inward on silent hinges. Beyond was a circular room wth 
a domed cdling supported by a colonnade. like the rest 
of the pyramid’s interior it wais constructed of white 
marble, although the capitals of the columns were gold. 

At Arak’s ur^g, Suzanne stepped over the marble 
hrcshold. She took a few hesitant steps before stopping. 
!hc scanned the stately chamber. Twelve imperial-looking 
hairs ringed the periphery. Each was situated between a 
)air of columns. All the chairs were occupied — ^presum- 
ibly by coundl members — ^who ranged in age from about 
ivc to twenty-five. The unpxpcacdncss of such a mixed 
igc group had Suzanne mildly flustered. Some of the 
people were so young, their feet didn’t reach the ground 
ivhen they sat. 

“Come in, Dr. Suzanne Newell,” one of the ciders said 
n a clear prcadolcsccnt voice. To Suzanne she looked like 
i ten-year-old girl. “My name is Ala, and it is my rotation 
IS speaker of the council. So, please, don’t be afiraidl I 
enow these surroundings are imposing and intimidating, 
3Ut we only desire to speak with you, and if you will come 
:o the center of the room we will all be able to hear you 
dearly.” 

“■I’m more surprised than fearful,” Suzanne said as she 
tdvanced to a point directly beneath the high point of 
he dome. "I was told I was coming to the Council of 
Elders.” 

. “And indeed you have,” Ala s:ud. “The determining 
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factor for sitting on the council is the number of boily 
lives you’ve passed, not the age of the current body.” 

kc,” Suzanne said, although she still fbimd it unset- 
tling to be standing before a governmental body partially 
composed of children. 

“The Council of Elders formally welcomes you,” Ala 


said 


Thank you,” Suzanne replied, not knowing what else 


to say. 


‘You were brought to Interterra, with the hope that 
you could provide us with information we hatn not been 
able to glean from moiutoring your earth surface com- 


munications.” 

“What Vdnd of information?” Suzanne asked. She felt 
her guard go up. In the back of her mind she heard 
Donald’s voice saying that the Interterrans wanted some- 
thing from them, and once they got it, they mi^t treat 
them vety' differently. 

‘‘Don’t be alarmed,” Ala said soothingly. • 

“It is hard not to be,” Suzanne said. “Especialiy when 
you help remind me that I and my colleagues- have been 
abducted into your woiid which, I have to say, was a 
tcrrif)Tng experience.” 

“For that we extend our apolo^es,” Ala said. “And 
you should understand that we intend to reward your 
sac^cc. But it is we ,who arc alarmed. You see, the integ- 
rity and safety of Interterra arc our responsibility. We 
know that you arc a learned oceanographer in your 
world.” 

“That’s being overly generous,” Suzanne said. “The 
reality is that I am a relative newcomer to the field.” 

“Excuse me,” one of the other ciders said. He was a 
teenager at the very begimung of bis growth sourr. 
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name is Ponu, and I am currently the vice-spcal: 
Newell, we are aware of the esteem in which you a 
by your professional colleagues. It is otir belief th 
respect is reliable testament to an individual’s abiliti 

“As you will,” Suzanne said. It wasn’t a po 
wanted to argue under the circumstances. “What i: 
want to ask me?” 

“First,” Ala said, “I’d like to make sure you haA 
informed that our environment is devoid o 
common bacteria and viruses.” 

“Arak has made that clear,” Suzanne said. 

“And I assume you understand that detection 
civilization by a civilization like yours'wquld I 
astrous.” 

“I can understand the worry about contamin 
Suzanne said. “But I’m not convinced it would 
sarily be disastrous, especially if the proper safe 
were put in place.” 

“Dr. Newell, this is not meant to be a debate 
said. “But surely you must be cognizant of the fi 
your civilization is still in a very early stage of social 
opment. Naked self-interest is the prime motiv 
force, and violence is an everyday occurrence. In fe 
particular country is so primitive that it allows anyo 
everyone to own a gun.” 

“Let me paraphrase,” Ponu offered. “Wh 
esteemed fellow elder is saying is iliat your world’s ! 
and greed for our technology would be so great tl 
special needs would be forgotten.” 

“Exactly,” Ala said. “And we cannot accept suci 
Not for at least aitothcr fifty thousand years or so, 
secondary humans a chance to become more cr 
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Provided, of course, tliey don’t destroy themselves in the 
process.” 

“Okay,” Suzanne said. “As you say, this is not a debate, 
and you have convinced me that you believe my culture is 
a risk to yours. Assuming that as a given, what do you 
wanthrom me?” 

There was a pause. Suzanne looked from Ala to Ponu. 
When neither responded she glanced at the other faces. 
No one spoke. No one moved. Suzanne looked back at 
Arak and Garona. Garona smiled reassurin^y. Suzaimc 
turned back to Ala. “Well . . .?” she asked. 

Ala sighed. “I would like to ask you a direct question,” 
she said. “A question whose ans%vcr we are afraid to hear. 
You sec, your world has started scv'cral deep-ocean 
drilling c^cratioas over the last few years, on a seemingly 
random basis. We have watched these episodes with 
growing concern since we arc uncertain w'faat the goals 
arc. We know the drilling is not for petroleum or natural 
gas since there is none in the areas where this drilling is 
being undertaken. We’ve been monitoring -communi- 
cations as we have always done, but without success of 
learning why this drilling is occurring.” 

“Arc you interested in knowing why the Benthic 
Explorer has been drilling into the seamount?” Suzanne 
asked. 

, “I am very interested,”- Ala said. ‘TTou were drilling 
dircctiy over one of our old-style exit ports. The prob- 
ability of that occurring purely by chance is extreraeh 
small.” 

“It wasn’t by chance,” Suzaimc admitted. As soon a< 
she spoke these words a general murmur erupted among 
the dders. “Let me finish," Suzanne called ouL “We v/cn 
drilUng into the seamount to see if we could tan dirreth 
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into the asthcnosphcrc. Our echo sounder suggested t 
seamount was a quiescent volcano with a magma chamt 
filled with low-density lava." 

“Was any part of the decision to drill at that particu 
site motivated by a suspicion of the existence of Int 
terra?” Ala asked. 

“No!” Suzamic said. “Absolutely not!” 

“There was ho thought of an undersea civilization 
the dedsion-making process?” Ala questioned. 

“As I said, we were drilling purely for gcologi 
reasons,” Suzanne said. 

The elders again conferred loudly svith one anoth 
Suzanne mrned and glanced back at Arak and Garoi 
Both smiled encouragement. 

“Dr. Newell,” Ala said to redirect Suzanne’s attcntii 
to herself, “have you, in your professional capadty, c> 
heard of anything from any source that would sugg( 
someone suspected the existence of Interterra?”. 

“No, not in any scientific circles,” Suzanne said. “B 
there have been a few- novels written about a W'orld with 
the earth,” 

^ “We arc aware of the work of Mr. Verne and A 
Doyle,” Ala said. “But that was purely entertainme 
fiction.” 

“That’s correct,” Suzanne said. “It was pure fanta 
No one thought their story lines were based in any way « 
fact, although they probably got the theme from a man 
the name of John Qcves Symmes, who did believe t 
center of the earth was hollow'.” 

The elders erupted in another loud, anxious mt 
muring. 

“Did Mr. Symmes’s beliefs influence sdenti 
opinion?” Ala asked. 
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“To some degree,” Suzanne said. “But I \^-ouIdn’tgh’e 
t much concern since we’re talidng about the eariy part of 
he nineteenth ccn^. In eighteen thirt>--ci^t his 
heory did launch one of the first United Stat^ scratffic 
;xpcdjtions. It was imder the command of Lt. Cha^i-cs 
;Vilkes, and its initial purpose N^ns to find the entrance to 
the carth’s.hollow interior, which Symznes beEcTen n? dc 
beneath the South Pole.” 

Additional excited murmuring cchoi^ thrtninnmr the 
room. 

“And the result of this expedition?” Ala ccesn-nnen. 

“Nothing that would concern Interterra,” Stmeme 
said. “In fact, the goal of the expedition ebanned cren 
before it began. Instead of looking for the i 


interior of the earth, by the time they got underwET tnetr 
were tasked to find new sealing and whaling grounds.” 

“So Mr. Symunes’s theory' was ignored?” Ala ques- 
tioned. 

“Completely,” Suzanne said. “And the idea has nr. er 
resurfaced.” 

“Wc arc indeed thankful,” Ala said, “cspedallj' con- 
sidering Mr. Symmes was correct in some rejects. The 
South Pole was and still is our major interplanetary 
intcrgalactic port.” 

“Isn’t that curious,” Suzanne sdd. “Unfbrtunatdr tft 
a bit late for Mr. Symmes to be TuiScaced, Be fhr '- 2< 4.- 
may, I gather fi-ora your cuesuor use tou are addnstne 
if your secret is safe, and I hare tu er* fi: is, a; Sr ae I know. 
But whUe we’re on the stdrecc, trrzzzr. I mention 

that although no one enrrenUT edrere-. in aho^ow earth 
Acre have frig, ^ ^ 

aliens firom advanced cultures tiiat have visited us or are 
among us. There has even been a hitTV show vtith that as 
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its theme. But these ideas of alien visitetions refer to aliens 
coming from outer space, not from within the cai^h.” 

“We arc aware of what you arc describing,” Ala said. 
“And we have been pleased with that assodation. It has 
been particularly useful on the few occasions that one of 
our interplanetary craft have been observed by secondary 
humans.” 

“The only other thing I should mention,” Suzanne 
said, “is that oiir culture has had enduring myths about 
Atlantis that have come down to us from the wteient 
Greeks.' But I assure you the scientific commimity con- 
siders them to be pure myths or possibly the result of the 
destruction of an ancient secondary human culture by a 
violent volcanic eruption. There has never been a theory 
that a primary human culture lives beneath the ocean.” 

The elders noisily conferred again. Suzanne shifted 
uncomfortably as they deliberated. 

Ala concluded the private discourse with a nod to her 
colleagues and then redirected her attention to Suzanne. 
“We would like to inquire about the episodes of random 
deep-ocean drilling.that have been occurring over the last 
number of years in the general area of Saranta. None of 
these have been on the crest of a seamount.” 

“I imagine you arc referring to the drilling that has 
■ been done to confirm the latest theories of sea-floor 
spreading,” Suzanne said. “It’s been done merely to' 
provide rock cores for dating purposes.” 

The elders ag^ erupted in a short burst of excited 
chatter. At its conclusion Ala asked, “Was there ever any 
suggestion the supposed magma chamber into which you 
were drilling was filled witit lur instead of low-density 
lava?” 
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“Not that I was aware of,” Suzanne said. “And I-was 
c senior scientist on the project.” 

“Those exit ports should have been sealed ages ago,” 
le of the other elders said with some vehemence. 

“This is not a time for recrimination,” Ala advised 
iplomatically. “We are dealing with the present.” Then, 
>oking back at Suzanne, she said, “To stimmarize, in 
Dur professional life you have never heard any suggestion 
lat a civilization exists under the ocean or any theories to 


lat clfca?” 

“Only as myths, as I’ve mentioned,” Suzanne said." 

“And now for the last question we would like to direct 
o you,” Ala said. “We have become increasingly appre- 
icnsivc about your . civilization’s progressive lack of 
cspcct for the ocean environment. Although we have 
icard some mention’ of this problem in your media, the 
■ate of pollution and overfishing has increased. Since we 
ue dependent to some degree on the integrity of the 
acean, we wonder if your civilization’s talk of this issue is 
mere lip service or a real concern?” 

Suzanne sighed. This issue was close to her heart. She 
knew all too well that the truth was discouraging at best. 

“Some people are trying to change the situation,” 
Suzanne said. 


That response suggests it is not considered an 
important issue by the majority,” Ala said. 

Perhaps not, 'but those who. do care, care 
passionately.” 

But perhaps the general public is not aware of the 
crucial role the ocean plays in the grand scheme of earth 
surface envlroimicnt, for example, the faa that plankton 

modulates both oxygen and carbon dioxide on the earth’s 
surface?”- • 
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on to Intcrtcrra or permanent, captiw residents. l\u i of 
he reason she hadn’t ^^’as her fear of what the answs'i 
urould be. But now she found herself wishing she had . 

“Arc you. okay?” Garona asked, interrupting her 
thoughts. 

“I’m fine,” Suzanne replied. She resumed w-alking, still 
engrossed in her thoughts. Tiie one dung the sisit did 
dear up was the reason she and the others had been 
brought to Intcrtcrra. The elders had wanted to quiz a 
professional oceanographer about suspicions of Inter- 
terra’s existence. She didn’t think that the treatment she 
and her crewraates would receive was about to cnangc 
now that the Interterrans had achieved their ccaL On the 


other hand she now felt solely rcsronsiric for the 
If it hadn’t been for her, they wodc net b 
abdurtcd. 

“^c you sure you arc aH eshd”’ Gartna rfo 
seem w pensive.” 

Suzanne forccdhcrsclf to forie. 'Tt's hard m 
she ^d. ^‘There’s so much to rTv.- fo.** 

“You have prodded a great serdre tr Irnrr— 
remarked. “As Ala ^d, we aS are ■ 

‘T’m glad,” Suzanne sac as foe foed in ntz 
grin! But it was iSccIn Senfoin foat Xo^^id 
and that they were in Interterra to etpr, her rru 
tdlihg her that a con&ontaum was tnefoabh. ; 
the pcrsonalioK of some of her cdHeagam. for 
could soon turn violent and ugrr. 


f 9 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


“This place ^ves me the creeps,” Michael said. 

“It is weird that it is so deserted,” Donald said. “I 
also weird that they let us roam around in here by ot 
selves.” 

“They arc trusting,” Michael said. “You got to gi 
them that.” 

‘Td call it fooUsh,” Donald said. 

The two second-generation htunans were wandcrii 
around inside Central Information. Ismael and Ma 
. Black had accompanied them to the entrance of the va 
' building but had chosen to remain outside while Dona 
and Michael paid their visit. Inside the two men four; 
themselves in an enormous labyrinth of intersecting con 
dors and passageways. The place was a hive of rows fiUc 
floor to ceiling wdth what appeared to be the hard drivi 
of a colossal computer array. Except for two woriccr clont 
they’d come across in one room near the entrance, the 
had not seen another living thing. 

“You don’t think we’re going to get lost ic l.i-r, d 
you?” Michael asked uneasily. He looked back the wa 
thc\'’d come. Every corridor looked the same. 

“I’ve been keeping track of our movements,” Donal 
said. 
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■ “Are you sure?” Michael said. “WVve made a lot of 
turns.” 

Donald stopped, “listen, bonehead,” he said. “If 
you’re worried why don’t you just go the hell back to the 
entrance and wait?” 

“That’s okay,” Michael said. “I’m cool.” 

“Cool, my ass,” Donald said. He started walking 

again. 

“What did you want to, come here for anyway?’ 
Michael asked a few minutes later. 

“Let’s just say I was curious,” Donald rqjlicd. 

“It’s like a nightmare,” Midiacl said- “Or like a horror 
rtovic about technology gone wild.” He shudderetL 
“For once, I agree with you, sailor,” Don^d said. “It’ s 
like technology has taken over,” 

‘•‘What do you think all this eqcqCTEcnt does 
“Arak suggested it runs the place ” Donald safd. 
“Apparcntly it monitors cverrudng. -And h stcres 
people’s essences. God knows how inany peccle see 
locked up inside this thing right now ” 

Michael shuddered agan. “Do you ir~V knew 
wc’rc here?” 


“You got me dicrc, sailor,” Donald saitL 
They walked for a few minutes in silence. 

“Haven’t you seen cnou^?” Michael questioned. 

I suppose,” Donald said. “But I’m going to pr^ on 
forawHlcyct.’’ . • , . 

“I wonder if this thing r«y)airs itself.” 

If it docs, Donald said, “then we’d have to question 
who Wii TTjr^s. sffre, thjs machine or these people who 


Snd-:t*.rnh r^.nsrrj put out a 
hhrrach. 


hand, stopping Michael in 
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“What is it?” Michael cried, 

Donald pressed a P gcr to his lips for Michael to be 
quiet. “Don’t you hear that?” Donald whispered. 

Michael cocked his head and listened intently. He did 
car f^nt sounds in die far distance: soft bursts piercing 
ic otherwise heavy silence. 

“Do you hearit?” Donald asked. < . 

Michael nodded. “It sounds like laughter.” 

Donald nodded as well. “A curious kind of laughter,” 
c said. “It comes afsuch regular intervals.” 

“If I didn’t know better I’d say it was canned laughto", 
kc what you hear on a TV sitcom.” 

Donald snapped his fingers. "You’re right! -! knfew it 
aunded familiar.” ■ ■ ■ ■ > 

“But that’s crazy,” Michael said. . . - ' 

“Let’s check it out!” Donald said. “Let’s follow our 
ars!” 

With moimting curiosity the two men ‘ proceeded, 
oping to find the source. At the junctures of each cor- 
idor they had to stop and listen to choose a thrcction. 
Jiadually the sounds became louder, and with it, their 
hoices became clear. As'thcy rounded a final bend; they 
ould tell the noise was coming from the first room on the 
:ft. At diat point they were convinced they really were 
icarihg a TV sitcom; they could even hear the dialogue. 

“It sounds like a Seinfeld reran, ’’'Michael whispered. 

“Shut up!” Donald mouthed. He flatten*^ himself 
gainst the wall to the side of the room’s cntnmcc and • 
nqtiohcd for Michael to move beside him . Slowly Donald 
i^d himself forward. To his surprise, it looked like the 
crccning room of a TV station. ITie far, wall w^as covered 
rith more than a hundred monitors. All were turned on, 
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most tuned to various programs although a fciv aired < 
test patterns. 

Ijeaning forward a bit more Donald noticed a i 
sitting in a white contour chair in the center of the re 
facing the monitors. The guy was a far cry from the t>p 
Intcrterran; he was balding with scruffy’ gray hair. 5 
enough, ori the screen directly in front of him v 
Elaine, George, Kramer, and Jerry'. 

Donald flattened himself back against the com' 
wall, away from the open door. He looked at Mief 
and whispered, “You were right! It’s an old episode 
Seinfeldr 

“I’d recognize those voices anyplace,” Michael said 

Donald raised his finger to his lips again. “There' 
geezer in there watching it,” he whispered. “And 
surely doesn’t look like an Intertcrran.” 

• “No shit?” Michael questioned in a whisper. 

“This is unexpected,” Donald said. He rolled his lov 
lip into his mouth while he gave the situation soi 
thought. 

“That’s for sure,” Michael said. “What should i 
do?” 

“We’re going to walk in and meet this guy,” Dona 
said. “We might have lucked out here. But listen! Let n 
do the talking, okay?” 

“Be my guest,” Michael said. 

“All right, let’s go,” Donald said. He pushed off th 
wall and stepped into the room. Michael followed. The 
moved quietly although the TV was so loud, the mai 
could never have heard their approach. 

Unsure of how to avoid startling the man and yet gei 
his attention, Donald merely stepped into what he 
thought was the man’s field of vision but off" to the side. 
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The ploy didn’t work. The man was mesmerized by the 
show; his face was frozen into a slack, comatose 
expression with lidded, unblinking eyes glued to the 
screen. 

“Excuse me,” Donald said, but his voice was lost in 
another burst of canned laughter. 

Gently Donald reached out and nudged the man’s 
arm. The man leaped from his scat. Seeing the two 
intruders in the process, he shrank back. But his recovery' 
was almost as rapid. 

“Wait a minuie! I recognize you two!” he said. “You 
arc two of tire surface people who’ve just joined us.” 

“/oin is not the right word,” Donald said. “We had ho 
choice in the matter. We were abducted.” He eyed the 
man, who was no more than fivc-nvo with a stooped, 
bony frame. He had deeply set, rheumy eyes, coarse fea- 
tures, and a heavily lined face. He was the oldcst-looking 
man Donald had seen in Iniertcrra. 

“You weren't shipwrecked?” the man asked. 

“Hardly,” Donald said. He introduced himself and 
Michael. 

“Glad to meet you,” the man said cheerfully. *T was 
hoping I would.” He came forward to shake their hands. 
“And that’s the way people should greet each other,” 
he added. “I’ve had it with that foolish palm-pressing 
nonsense.” 

“What’s your name?” Donald asked. 

“Harvey Goldferb! But you can call me Harv.” 

“Arc you here by yourself?” 

“Sure as shootin’. I’m always here by myself.” 

“What arc you doing?” 

Not much,” Harvey said. He glanced briefly at the 
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bank of monitors. “Watching TV shows, particularly 
the ones that take place in New York.” 

“Is this a job?” 

“Sorta, I suppose, but it’s more like I’m a volunteer. 
It’s mostly tliat I like to see bits and pieces of New York. I 
like All in the Family quite a bit but it’s hard to catch 
reruns nowadays. It’s too bad. SeinfeliPs all right but I 
don’t get much of the humor.” 

“What is this room for?” Donald asked. “Just enter- 
tainment?” 

Harvey laughed derisively while shaking his head. 
“The interterrans are not interested m TV, and they 
don’t watch it much. It’s Central Information that’s 
interested. Saranta Central Information is one of the main 
media reception sites for Interterra, It monitors the 
surjace media to make certain there is no reference to 
Intertcrra’s existence.” Hars'ey made a sweep toward the 
monitors with his hands. “This stuflf plays twenty-four 
hours a day, seven days a week. 

“Hey, that reminds me. You guys got a lot of coverage 
up there on CNN and the networks. You’re all in the 
news for having gotten consumed in an undersea 
volcano.” 

“So there were no suspicions about anything 
abnormal?” Donald asked. 

‘Not a peep,” Harvey said. “Just a lot of gcologicaJ 
jabber. Anyway, to get back to me, I volunteered to come 
down here and monitor TV shows for the files and to 
censor out any violence.” 

That docsn t leave much TV,” Donald said with a 
cynical laugh. “Why bother?” 

“I know, it doesn’t make much sense,” Harvey agreed. 

But if they do watch it, it can’t have any violence. I don’t 
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know if you know it or riot, but these people, the 
Intcrtcrrans, cannot stand-violence. It makes them ; 
literally!” 

“So youVe not a real Interterran.” ; : 

Harvey ^vc. another short laugh: “Mc.> Harvey G 
farb an Interterran? Do I look like an Intertcrriin? \ 
thisfacc?” ' 

“You do look a bit older than everyone else; ’ 

“Older and uglier,” Harvey snorted. “But that’s 
They’ve been trying to get me to agree to let them dc 
sorts of stuff to me, even grow me har, but I’ve refu; 
'Yet, I have to say they have kept me healthy. No que'si 
about that. Their hospitals arc like taking your car t 
garage. They just put in a new part and out you ' 
Anyway, I’m not an Interterran. I’m a New Yorker; I h 
a wonderfiil housein the bestscction ofHariem.” ^ 
“Harlem has gone through some changes,’’ Don 
said, “How. long has it been since you’ve been'home?”: 
“It was nineteen twelve when I came to Interterra.” 
“How’d you get here?” 

“A bit of luck and the interventiori of the Intcrtcrra 
I was saved from drowning along with a few hundi 
others after our ship ran into an iceberg.” ; ^ 

“The Hf/inic?” Donald questioned, ’ " 
“None other,” Harvey said. “I was on mv way hbi 
to New York.” ' „ 

“So there arc quite a few Titanic passengers in Inn 
‘ ; terra?” Donald asked. . , 

“Several hundred at least,” Harvey said. “But they’ 
not all in Saranta. A lot of them moved over to Atlan 
and on to other cities. They were in demand. You see, ti 
: Intcrtcrrahs find us entertaining.” . - 
r “I’ve gotten that impression,” Donald said. - 
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’ “Take advantage of it while you can,” Harvey advised. 
“Once you become acclimated here, you won’t be con- 
sidered so entertaining anymore. Trust me.” 

. “You must have had a horrible experience,” Donald 
said. 

“No, I’ve been pretty happy here,” Harvey said defen- 
sively. “It’s got its ups and dowTis.” 

“I meant the night of the Titanic sinking.” 

“Oh, yeah! It’s true. That night was awful. A\vful!” 

“Do you miss New York?” 

. “In a way,” Harvey said. He got a faraway look in his 
eye. “Actually, it’s fimny what I really miss, and that’s the 
Stock exchange. I know it sounds strange, but I was a self 
made man ... a broker actually, and I loved trading. I 
worked hard, but how I thrived in the excitement.” 
Harvey took a deep breath and then let it out all at once 
with a sigh. He refocused on Donald. “Well, so much 
for my story. What about you? Were you people rcalh' 
abducted to Ihterterra? If you were, you’re the first in mv 
experience. I was under the impression you’d been saved 
. from the undersea volcano CNN reported.” 

“There was some sort of an eruption at the tune,” 
Donald said. “But I think it was a cover for our bcinc 
sucked into one of the Intcrtcrran exit pores. One vvav or 
the other, our arrival in Interterra wasn’t an aa of curcre 
We were hijacked here for a purpose, which we've noc 't: 

. been told.” 

Harvey looked from Donald to Michael and rsr: 
to Donald. “You sound less than cndinrec 'vrr 
.Intertcrra.” 

“I’m impressed,” Donald said. “It wrtdc b: bard rcc 
to be, but I’m not enchanted.” 

“Hmtrun,” Harvey said. “Thar v~c r: a mere 
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category. Evcr>'body else who’s been brought here 
becomes an overnight advocate. What about your fiicnd 
here?” 

“Michael feels the way I do,” Donald stud. Michael 
nodded. “You see,” Donald continued, ‘Sve don’t like to 
be forced into am-thing, no matter how good it may 
seem. But what about you, Harv?” 

Harvey studied Donald’s face and even took another 
quick glance at Michael, who at the moment was laughing 
in sync with the sitcom laughter. “You’re serious, you’re 
not enthralled with this place even witli all the beautiful 
people and their parties?” 

“I’m telling you, we don’t appredate bring coerced.” 

“And you’re actually interested in my opinion?” 

Donald nodded. 

“Okay,” Harv'ey said. He leaned closer and lowered his 
voice. “Let me put it to you this way: if 1 could leave for 
New' York City tonight it wouldn’t be soon enough. It’s 
so damn peaceful and perfect here it’s enough to drive a 
normal person crazy.” 

Donald couldn’t help but smile. The old codger W'as a 
man after his own heart. 

“I’m telling you, nothing ever happens down here,” 
Harvey continued. “Everything’s the same day in and day 
out. Nothing goes wrong. I can’t tell you what I’d do for 
one day on the New York exchange. I mean, I need a little 
stress to make me feel alive, or at the very least, some bad 
news or trouble once in a blue moon to make me 
appredate how good life is.” 

Michael flashed Donald a thumbs-up. But Donald 
ignored him. Instead he asked Harvey if anyone had ever 
left Interterra. 

“Arc you kidding? We’re under the goddamn ocean! I 
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mean, really. What do you think, you can just walk out of 
here? If that were the case you wouldn’t see Harvey Gold- 
farb sitting in here trying to catch a glimpse of the Big 
Apple. I’d be there, kicking up my heels.” 

“But the Interterrans go out,” Donald said. 

“Sure they go out. But the exits and entrances are ^ 
controlled by Central Information. And when the Inter- 
terrans go out, they’re sealed in their spacecraft. Besides, 
they usually just send their worker clones. You see, the 
Interterrans arc very careful about any connection 
between this worid and ours. Remember, one wayward 
streptococcus would cause havoc down here.” 

“It sounds like you’ve given this some thought.” 

“Absolutely,” Harvey said. “But only in my dreams.” 

Donald directed his attention to tlie bank of TV moni- 
tors. “At least you can feel conneaed to the surface world 
in this room.” 

“That’s why I’m here,” Harvey said propnctarily. “It’s 
a fantastic setup. I hang out here all the time. I can watch 
just about every major TV channel in the surface world.” 

“Can you transmit as well as receive?” Donald asked. 

“No, it’s a passive s\'stem,” Harvey said. “I mean, 
tliere’s unlimited power and antennae in just about cirry 
mountain range on the surface of the globe, but there’s 
no camera. Interterra’s own telecommunication is totaLH 
different and a lot more sophisticated, as I’m sure 
gathered.” 

“If we gave you a standard TV analog cuncorder. do 
you tliink you could connect it wi± td; 
you’ve got here without anybody kno™; idee: arc 
be able to transmit?” 

Hars’cy stroked his chin as ?',-re.c's cues 

tion. “Maybe if I got one of the cecrrusc =uru=: ceres 
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thought?” Donald asked. “You’d be with us. In return for 
your help, weM give you Nevv York.” 

“Really?” Har\’cy asked. His eyes lit up. “Arc you 
serious? You’d get me to New York?” 

“It would be the least we could do,” Donald said . 


The fluorescent Frisbcc sailed across the lawn Richard 
had made an excellent toss, and the Frisbcc slowed and 
began to'scttlc just within the gr.isp of tlic worker clone 
that Richard had ordered to play v.itii him. But in.srcad of 
grabbing the Frisbcc, the worker clone allowed it to float 
past his outstretched hand. It hit him in the forehead with 
a resounding thud. Richard slapped a hand to his own 
forehead in total ihistration. He swore like the sailor he’d 
been. 

“Nice toss, Richard,” Perry called out, suppressing a 
giggle. Pcrr>’ was sitting by the dining n>oni pool with 
Luna, Mccta, Palenquc, and Karena. Sufa had ferried the 
two men back to the \isitors’ palace after their .sti>pcn-er at 
the air taxi works before any of the otlicxs had returned 
from their respective excursions. Initially Richard had 
been cheered by the near simultaneous arrival of his three 
girlfriends and Luna, but that cujihona ha i u\>ni ofr 
when none of them could roaster the Fnsbcc. 

“This is freakin’ ridiculous,” Richard co.'nNai.ced as he 
walked over to rctric\’c the Fnsbec tm.T: the u\>.~t.cr 
clone’s feet. “Nobody dowr. here cut: caxt e c. xida-roed 
Frisbcc, much less throia- one. " 

Richard seems so acai" meat,” Luna 

said. 

Perry agreed. “He's rccr m-, w-s; all dav as near as 1 
can tell.” 
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Bichard straightened up. “That’s pretty damn 
bvious.” He sighed and cursed anew. “It’s frustrating 
ccausc they’ve got great bodies. The trouble is, tht'y 
ave zero sense of competition, and I need it. Hell, even 
lie girls are too easy. Tlicrc’s no cha.se or hot pursuit. The 
/hole freakin’ place seems dead to me. What I'd give for a 
;ood hard game of hoops or inrline hockey.” 

“I tell70u what,” Perr>' said. “I'll race you across the 
>ig pool over at the pavilion. What do you say?” 

Richard eyed Perry for a moment before giving the 
'risbee a good toss off into the distance. Then he told 
he worker clone to go and get it. Dutifully the worker 
lone rook off at a jog, Pdehard w'atched Iiim for a 
noment before turning back to Perry. 

“Thanks but no thanks,” Pochard said. “Beating you at 
wimming is not going to make my day. In fact, what 
vould make my day is getting the hell out of here. I’m a 
icrvous wreck.” 

“I think w’c arc all concerned about the issue,” 

I'crry said, lowering his voice. ‘‘.So w'e’rc ail a little 
lervous.” 

“Well, I’m. more than a little nervous,” Richard said. 
‘What do you think they do down here to people who 
:ommit a major crime?” 

“I haven’t the faintest idea,!’ Perry said. “I don’t think 
they have major crime. Arak said they have no prisons. 
iVliydoyou ask?” 

Richard fidgeted with his toe against the grass and then 
looked off into the distance. He started to speak and 
then stopped. 

“Arc you worried what they’ll do if we try to leave and 
they catch us?” 
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“Yeah, that’s it,” Richard said, jumping on the 
suggestion. 

“Well, that’s something we’ll have to consider,” Perr>’ 
said. “But until then, worrjing about it’s not going to 
‘accomplish anything.” 

“I guess you’re right,” Richard said. 

“Why don’t you just enjoy yourself with those three 
;cous ladies?” Perry said. He indicated Meeta, 
nque, and Karena with a nod of his head. “Why not 
inel some of tliat wild cnerg)' of yours by taldng tlicm 
: to your cottage? I can’t quite understand it, but they 
1 crazy about you.” 

I’m not sure I ou^t to take them back to ray room,” 
lard said. 

And why not?” Perry asked. “Isn’t it a dream come 
? I mean, look at those tlircc girls. Phey’rc like lin- 
: models.” 

It’s too complicated to explain,” Richard said. 
Whatever it is, I can’t imagine it being more im- 
:ani than satisfying three eager sirens.” 

Yeah, well, maybe you’re right,” Richard said wthout 
:h enthusiasm. He snatched the Frisbec away from the 
kcr clone, who had brought it back again. He 
rned to the dining room wtli Perry. Meeta, Palenque, 
Karena got to their feet and greeted him %vith out- 
tched palms. Richard reacted perfunctorily. 

Arc you ready to retire to your cottage?” Meeta 
d. 

Let’s go,” Richard said. “But there’s one condition, 
re’s going to be no eating or drinking the stuff from 
my refrigerator. Agreed?” 

“Sure,” Meeta said. “We won’t even be tempted. 
We’ve got something in mind other than food,” She and 
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the other girls giggle*^ . 

themselves over Richard's sccxic^- ^ 

The group started oE acrcss _w ^ 

Richard said. 

“Soarewe,”Meetaai\sv>-crec- ^ ^ _ 

Perry watciied them for a bear ccrrrt — ^ 

Luna. “Is Richard so aggressive bc=rs: cr ^ 

age?” she inquired. 

Perry sat down next to her. “No. i cat: = vsar::: 2^- 
is. He’ll.be the same in ten years, even twenty vesrs 

“And that’s because of the dysfiinctio-a- ^ 


you surmise he had,” Luna said. 

“I suppose,” Perry said vaguely. He dicr't "rx x 
encourage another sociologcal discussion. He rer iL 
equipped in such an arena .as evidenced by their ias: rx- 
cussion. 

“It’s hard for me to understand since we don’t bare 
families,” Luna said. “But what about friends, acquaint- 
ances, and the schooling secondary humans attend? Can’t 
they overcome negative familial influence?” 

Perry stared off into the distance and tried to organize 
his thoughts. “Schooling and friends can help,” he said, 
“but friends can be a negative influence as well. Within 


some communities social pressure keeps kids from taking 
much advantage of the education that is afforded them, 
and often it s the lack of education that breeds bigoted 
narrow-mindedness.” 

So, for someone as young as Richard there is. a chanct 
he u improve.” 

“I already told you, Richard's not going to chanKf 
Perry sa,d «,th a tone that bordered on irritation. ‘ W. 
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leir own laughter, they tiptoed over to the bed. 
moothly they took over massaging Richard from Karena, 
) that it was now Meeta and the two men who were 
roviding the ministrations to Richard’s body. Palcnquc 
ad Karena directed their attention to the bodies of the 
VO men. The goal was an orgy on an ancient Roman 
:alc. 

“You know,” Richard mumbled, his voice muffled 
-om the coverlet, “if it weren’t for you girls this place 
/oiild drive me certifiably crazy. And to think. I’ve never 
ven had a massage before. I never knew what I was 
nissing'.” 

The men and women exchanged fervid glances. They 
vere building each other up to a fever pitch. 

“I just can’t help being an active person,” Richard 
:ontinucd, totally unaware of what was happening around 
tim. “I need competition. It’s that simple.” 

One of the men allowed his bulky, masculine hands 
:o run down Richard’s forearms and massage his hands. 
Something didn’t feel quite right. Richard opened his 
eyes. The hands massaging his were as large as his own. 

“What the hell?” Bichard snapped. With a suddenness 
that took everyone by surprise, Richard flipped over and 
found himself looking up into five flushed faces instead of 
tlirec, and, worst of all, two of them were male. 

“IVhat the hell is this?” Richard bellowed. He leaped 
from the bed, inadvertently knocking Palcnquc to the 
floor. The otlicrs quickly stood up from their kneeling 
positions. 

It s all right, Richard,” Meeta said urgently, seeing 
the sudden ngc reflected in Richard’s free. “It is a sur- 
prise orgy for your pleasure.” 
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“Pleasure?” Richard shouted. “Who the hell arc these 
men? How’d they get here?” 

“They arc our friends Mecta said. “Cusch and Uruh. 
We imnted them.” 

“Wliat the hell do you think I am?” Richard bellowed. 

“We’ve come to make you happy,” the man closest to 
Richard s.ud. He stepped forward and extended his palm. 

Richard reacted with a vicious blow to the man’s jaw, 
sending him hurling back against the wall. Everyone 
gasped at tlic unexpected siolence. 

“Get out of here!” Richard shouted. To make his point 
he s\vcpt the night table clear of the golden goblets he’d 
been collecting. They clattered to the floor with a tremen- 
dous racket. As his guests fled out the open end of the 
room, he looked around the room m a frenzy^ for some- 
thing to smash to smithereens. 


Suzanne let out a whoop of joy as she .and Garona ran 
hand in hand down a frond-canopied path through a fern 
forest. Reaching the edge of a crystal clear lake, tht^ came 
to a sudden stop. Mesmerized by the sublime vista, and 
out of breath firom their run, Suzanne gazed out at the 
scene. 

“This is gorgeous!” she cried. 

Garpna, who was even more out of breath than 
Suzanne, had to rest before he could speak. “It’s my 
favorite spot,” he gasped. “I come here often. I’ve always 
drought it to be very romantic.” 

“I should say,” Suzanne commented. Several other 
lakes could be seen in the middle distance, nestled among 
the luxuriant vegetation. In the far distance, jagged 
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intains rose and merged \vith the \-aultcd ceiling/ 
aich direction are we facing?” 

West,” Garona said between breaths. “Those moun- 
s arc the bases of what you people call the Mid- 
mtic Ridge.” 

luzanne shook her head in amazement. “It is so 
atiful. Thank you for sharing it with me.” 

‘It is my pleasure,” Garona said. “It is nice to see you 
re relaxed.” 

‘I suppose I am,” Suzanne said. “At least now I know 
pve were brought to Interterra.” 

“You have .been a great help to us.” 

“I really didn’t do much.” 

“But you did! You have relieved our anxieties about 
:p-sca drilling.” 

“But there’s been- drilling for many years,” Suzanne 
d. “Why the anxiety now?” 

“That was drilling for oil,” Garona said. “We don’t 
ind that. In fact, it helps us because oil is a bother. It can 
ep into our deepest buildings and cause havoc. It was 
ic random drilling that had us concerned.” 

“Well, I am glad to have been of assistance.” 

“It calls for a celebration,” Garona said. “How about 
oming to my home for a few hours? We are very close. 
Vc li absorb caldorphin for our mutual pleasure, and then 
t’e’ll dine.” , 


In the middle of the day?” Suzaime questioned. As a 
notivated, hard v/orkcr, who as a student had had little 
ime for personal pleasure, the idea of an afternoon tryst 
icemed decadent. Yet enticingly erotic. 

-!! r <Iuestiohed seductively. “Your 

essence Vti;l 
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“You make it sound so deliciously libidinous,” 
Suzanne joked, 

“And it u-ill be,” Garona said. “Come.” He grabbed 
'-—hand and led her back the way theyM come. 

^arena’s home was a mere five-minute air taxi ride 
y. As they disembarked Suzanne mentioned his home 
similar to Arak and Sufa’saltliough his neighborhood 
ned slightly less congested. 

‘The structure is exactly the same.” Garona said. “But 
have more space since we arc farther away from the 
m center.” He again took her hand, atid tlie tavo ran 
the causeway and into the cottage together. 

Dnee inside, the pait acted like imp.\tienl adole.sccnts 
Jicir haste to shed llicir satin robes and slip into tlic 
)1. Suzanne exuberantly struck out for the opposite,' 
1. She swam with strong strokes, excited to have 
rona right behind her. They came face-to-face after 
tanne executed a racing turn against the pool’s far end. 
cy embraced in the water. Garona touched his palm 
h hers and beamed with pleasure. Suzanne laughed 
h joy 

“This is paradise,” Suzanne proclaimed. She dipped 
■ head beneath the water to smooth lier short hair back, 
goes beyond my wildest imagination.” 

“I have so much to show you," G.arona told her., 
unions of years of progress. 1 shall take you to tltc 
•s ... to other gala,xics.” 

“You have already,” Suzanne s.\id playftilly. 

“Come,” Garona said. “Let us share some cal- 
■phin.” 

rhey ssvam back across the pool. Garona helped her 
: of the w'atcr. She was again taken by how comfortable 
felt in his presence despite her nakedness. 
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“Please!” Garona said, gesturing toward a satin divan. 

“I’m soaked,” Suzanne said. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Garona said. He bent down and 
icked up a small jar and removed the top. 

“Are you sure?” Suzanne questioned. The upholstered 
ouch w'as immaculate. 

‘“Absolutely,” Garona said. He held the Jar out for 
luzanne to put some onto her palm. He did the same, 
nd , as they both reclined the}' pushed their hands 
ogether. 

Suzanne ssvooned with pleasure to the very core of her 
)eing. Over the next half hour she and Garona made 
ovc in a sensitive, ^'^ng way that reached a crescendo of 
jassion before melding into sublime, intimate relaxation. 

Suzanne had never felt so close to another person. 
Slcvcr in her life had she acted with such abandon, and yet 
;hc did not feel guilty. In this utopian netherworld, the 
jsual constraints just didn’t apply. 

Time seemed to stand still as Suzanne luxuriated in the 
iftcrglow of an intimacy the likes of v/hich she’d never 
experienced. But then, suddenly, it all changed. A soft 
feminine voice coming from close range shattered her 
mental and physical repose; “If you two have finished 
your beaurifully tender lovemaking, which I have to say 
I’ve enjoyed vicariously. I’ve arranged a lovely lunch.” 

Suzanne opened her eyes. To her shock, she found 
herself looking into the smiling face of an exquisitely 
attractive w'oman with stunning features, ice blue eyes, 
and flaxen hair. The woman’s expression was like a proud 
parent gazing down at her adorable children. 

Suzanne sat bolt upright and pulled the coverlet up. 
Her sudden movement disturbed Garona, who rolled 
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over and opened his eyes. “What did you say, Alita.>” ! 
asked. 

“Time for you two to eat,” she said. She pointed to 
table by fhc pool, which was being set by a worker done 

“Tl. k you, my dear,” Garona said. He sat up. ‘ 
think we're both quite hungry.” 

“The food will be out momentarily,” Alita said. SI 
turned and walked back to the worker done to help wii 
the preparations by arranging' tlircc chaiselike chai 
around the table. 

Garona stretched, yawned, and then reached for k 
clothing. 

Suzanne made a beeline for her own clothes. Althouj 
she hadn’t been self-conscious earlier, she was now. SI 
put on the tunic and pulled on the shorts. 

“Who is this woman?” she whispered. 

“Alita,” Garona said. “Come, let us cat.” 

Still confused, Suzanne let herself be led over to tf 
table. She took the chair Garona indicated and allowt 
the worker clone to serve her some food. Wliilc Garot 
and Alita attacked theirs with relish, Suzanne toyed wit 
hers. Having been caught flagrante delicto .she felt acute 
embarrassed and emotionally fragile. 

“Suzanne met with the Council of Elders today. 
Garona said to Alita between mouthfuls of food. “Shew, 
very' helpful and gave us good news.” 

“Wonderful,” Alita said. 

Garona leaned over and gave Suzanne’s shoulder a 
affectionate squeeze. “She’s assured us that the secret < 
Interterra is still secure.” 

“What a relief,” Alita said sincerely. “We sorely neede 
the rca.ssur3ncc.” 

Su7.annc could only nod. 
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Garona and Alita launched into a dlo Hfidifi;/ af 
terra’s scewity needs vis-a-vis the stirfiK c 
didn’t listen; instead she watched Alila, whr» wa'- tUin 
her foil attention to Garona. Suzanne was aina/rd al l/ov/ 
calm the woman seemed. Suzanne was still fi'»'|j||j/^ jf,,) 
awkward to eat or speak. 

Gradually Suzanne’s eniotions calmed aiul she l)('(/;j)( 
to collect her thoughts. What began to bother her acrtitrly 
was the apparendy familiarity with which GartJiia and 
Alita treated each other. Eventually, Suzanne’s curiosity 
got the better of her. “Excuse me, AJita,” she said during 
a break in her fellow diners’ conversation. “Have you and 
Garona known cacti other for long? ” 

Both Garona and Ahta laughed heartily. 

“I’m sorry,” Alita said, struggling to contaii;„hcrsclf. 
“It’s a perfeedy reasonable question, but so very unex- 
pected here in Interterra. You see,' Garona and I have 
known each odter for a long, lon^ tinte.” 

“Years then” Suzanne suggested curdy. Despite 
Alita’s apology, she found the laughter rude. 

Garona burst out laughing again. He had to cover his 
face wth his hand. 

“Certainly years,” Alita said. “Years and years.” 

“Aita and I have spent many lives together,” Garona 
explained as he y/iped tears from his eyes. 

“Oh, I see,” Suzanne said, struggling tovkeep calm. 
“Isn’t that wonderful.” 

“It is indeed,” Garona said. “Alita is . . . well, I guess 
you’d call her my permanent woman.” , 

Or we can say Garona is my permanent man,” Alita 
said. 


Either way,” Garona agreed. 

Its nice that it u mutual,” Suzanne commented 
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sarcastically. “Now, perhaps you can tdi me what ‘pen 
nent’ means sodally in Intertcira.” 

“It’s something like your institution of marriag 
Alita said. “Only it transcends one body life to anoAcr. 

Suzanne rolled her lower lip into her mouth and 
down on to it to keep from allowing her rekind 
emotions to bubble over into tears. After her xmc( 
ditional surrender to her feelings toward Garona 
response to his pcrastencc and flatten,', she felt violas 
now that she knew he was already in a type of long te 
commitment that she could not even fathom. She also 1 
stupid and appalled that her intuition had let her dowm 
dramatically and that she hadn’t even asked about 
social status. 

“Well; that’s all ven/ interesting,” Suzanne managi 
She put dou'n her flawarc and napkin and stood i 
“Thank you for the meal and a most enlightening aft 
noon. I think it’s time I got back to the visitors’ palace.’ 

Garona got to his feet. “Arc you sure you want to Ic: 
so quickly.’” 

“Quite sure,” Suzanne said. Then to Alita she add< 
“It’s been a pleasure.” 

“For me as well,” Alita said. “Garona has spoken 
highly of you.” 

“Has he now?” Suzanne said. “That’s very nice.” 

“I trust we’ll be seeing a lot of you,” Alita said. 

“Perhaps,” Suzanne said vaguely. She nodd 
goodbye to Garona and started for the door. Garona w 
immediately at her side, 

“I’ll see you to an air t3,xi,” Garona said. “Unl< 
you’d prefer that I accompany you back to the visito: 
palace.” 

“That’s quite all right,” Suzanne said as she passed o 
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■ the house. “I’m sure .you and Mita have things you 
;cd to discuss.” 

“Suzanne, you arc acting strangely,” Garona said. He 
ok a few running steps to keep up with her while he 
ed his wrist communicator to summon an air taxi. 

“You think?” Suzanne asked. “How sensitive of you to 
)ticc,” 

“What is the matter, Suzanne?” Garona reached for 
:r arm, but she pulled away from his grasp and kept 
liking. 

“It’s just a minor cultural thing,” she said over her 
oulder. 

“Come now,” Garona said. Catching up with her, he 
abbed her arm again and this time succeeded in 
inging her to a stop. “Be open with me. Don’t make me 
less.” 

“It would be interesting to have you guess. But from 
y perspective it wouldn’t be much of a challenge.” 

“I suppose this has something to do with Alita.” 

“Very clever,” Suzanne said. “Now, if you let go of 
c, I’m going back to the visitors’ palace.” 

“Suzanne, you arc in Interterra. We have different 
istoms. You must adjust.” 

Suzanne stared into Garona’s dark eyes. One part of 
:r wanted him to leave her alone; the other side of 
:r wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. After all, 
vis was Interterra, not L.A. “My background is so 
ifferent . . .” she said. 

“1 know,” Garona insisted. “But I ask you not to judge 
)’ your earth surface standards. Try not to be selfish. You 
on’t have to feel you own things to enjoy them We share 
urselvcs with tliose we lov'e, and love is an endless font.” 
“I’m happy for you,” Suzanne said. “I’m glad you 
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have all this love. Unfortunately, I’m used to sh 
with only one person.” 

“Can’t you look at it from the Intcrterran per- 
spective?” 

“At this point, I doubt it.” 

“Remember, a lot of your earth surface morality tends 
to be self-indulgent, selfish, and ultimately destructive.” 

“From your perspective,” Suzanne said. “From ours 
it’s good for raising children.” 

“Perhaps,” Garona said. “But that’s not important 
here.” 

“Garona, look,” Suzanne said. She put a hand on his 
shoulder. “You’re probably a wonderful Intcrterran man. 
Since w'c arc in Intcitcrra, I admit this is my problem not 
yours. I’ll tiy to deal with it.” 

The air taxi suddenly loomed out of nowhere, and its 
side opened up. 

“Do you need me to command the air taxi?” Garona 
asked. 

“I prefer to do it myself,” Suzanne said. 

“Then I wall come over tonight,” Garona said. “Is that 
all right?” 

“As W'C secondary humaos say, I believe I need a little 
space,” Suzanne .said, “Let’s just let things slide tor a day 
or so.” She climbed in and took a seat. 

“I will come anyway,” Garona insisted . 

“It’s up to you,” Suzanne said. She was too emotional 
to get into any kind of argument. Instead she put her 
palm onto the center table and said, “Visitors’ palace.” 
She w’avcd to Garona as the craft’s skin sealed over, ' 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


“I’m sure ^'ou arc all a bit overwhelmed.” Arak said. “I 
can sec it in your feces.” 

Arak and Sufe had brought the group back to the cir- 
cular conference room for a debriefing late in the 
afternoon. The Interterrans were standing in the central 
area, looking up at their charges whose moods differed 
drastically and not from what Arak assumed. 

Perry was irritated vdth Richard. Just when he had 
gotten cozy with Luna, Mecta and the others had 
appeared in a panic, saying that Richard had gone berserk. 
Worried that Richard’s violent behavior might ruin it for 
all of them. Perry had run back and spent an hour trying 
to calm the diver down — ^with little success. 

Richard sat sullen and silent. He glowered at Arak and 
Sufa as if his problems were their persona] fault. 

Suzanne was sitting next to Perry, reviewing her own 
emotional wounds. She was also feeling responsible for 
their predicament. As soon as she’d gorren back, she’d 
cxplMncd how she was the reason behind their abduction. 
She d apologized, and everyone had assured her that they 
didn’t hold her responsible, but stil] she felt bad. 

. • Only Dondd and Michael seemed unphased, A-ak 
interpreted this as a reflection of their pardculzrh- 
ecssM visit to Ccnttal Information. Do^s 




348 


ROBIN COOK 


with direct eye contact, Arak addressed him directly 
“Before we close for the day, are there any questions o 
comments about what you have seen during your excur 
sions? Perhaps it might be helpful for each to share wit! 
the others your experiences.” 

“I have a question that I’m sure all of us arc intcrcste* 
in,” Donald said. 

“Then by all means ask it,” Arak said. 

“Arc we prisoners here for life?” 

Evcry’onc was taken aback, especially Suzanne ant 
Perry who were jolted from their inward preoccupation 
The question surprised them because it was just the pre 
vious night that Donald had urged the issue not bt 
broached for fear of haring their freedoms curtailed. 

Arak was more disappointed than shocked. It took ; 
moment for him to gather his thoughts. “Prisoners is noi 
the right word,” he said finally. “We’d rather emphasize 
that you trill not be forced to leave Interterra. Instead, we 
welcome you to our world with full rights to enjoy the 
panoply of advances to which you have just begun to be 
cxpo.scd.” 

“But w'c weren’t asked — ” Perry began. ' 

“Hold up!” Donald ordered, interrupting Perry. “Let 
me finish! Arak, just to make this cry-stal clear, you’re 
saying that we will not be able to leave Interterra, even if 
we want to.” 

Arak squirmed uncomfortably. 

Sufa interceded. “Generally, w'c eschew' discussing such 
an emotional subject so early in your introduction to 
•Interterra. It’s our experience that visitors are better 
equipped to deal with this topic after they have been 
acclimated to the benefits of life here.” 
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“Please, just answ'er the quesdon, Donald said 
bluntly. 

“A simple yes or no will do,” Michael added. 

Arak and Sufe conferred in whispered tones. Donald 
leaned back and haughtily crossed his arms while tire 
other visitors watched in stunned, ncrs'ons silence. Their 
fate h'tng the balance. 

Finally Arak nodded. He and Sufk had come to an 
agcccmcnt. He looked up at the group and cvcntualh* 
fixed his gaze on Donald. “All right,” he said. “We shall 
be honest. The answer to your question is, no. You wiU 
not be able to leave Inter terra.” 

“Never?” Perry gasped. 

“What about communicating with our tamilies?” 
Suzanne asked. “We need to let them know w'e are alive-” 


“To what end?” Arak questioned. “Such a message 
would be cruel to people destined never to see ^vou again 
and who arc already adapting to your loss.” 

“But we have children,” Pcrrc’^ cried. “How do v*ou 
expect us not to contact them?” 

“It’s out of the question,” Arak said firmly “I’m sorry, 
but the security of lutcrterra supersedes personal 
interests.” 


But we didn t ask to come here,” Perry cxdaimeci, 
close to tcarsr “You brought us here to help you, and 
Suzanne did. I’ve got a farrulyl” 

We can’t stay here,” Richard sputtered. 

“Noway,”Michacl.secondcd.' ■ 

^^''‘^.‘^.‘^ohonal ties to our wodd,” Suzaruie 
we Ln • t you can’t think that 

V.C can )ust forget them.” 

“We understand it is difficult ” Arak said “W. 
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Frankly I’m surprised none of you is tempted at th 
juncture. But it will change. It always docs. Ren 
we have had thousands of years of experience wit 
surface visitors.” 

“Temptation is not the point,” Donald said hai 
“In our ethical value system, ends do not justify 
The problem is, we’re being forced, and part 
because of our heritage as Americans, %vc find that 
cult cross to bear.” 

“Oh please!” Perry shouted angrily at Donald 
the patriot nonsense. This is not about being 
or French, or Chinese. This is about being human.’ 

“Calm down!” Arak ordered. He took a breat 
added; “It is true you arc in a sense being forced 
the security needs of Interterra, but a better term 
be directed because in this instance the analog)' of 
to child is apropos. Due to your primitive innoccr 
arc confusing short term interests with long term I 
We who have lived for lifetime after lifetime know 
and arc more capable of making a more rational di 
Try to keep in mind what we arc directing you to: i 
the goal of all your religions. You have been broug 
a very real heaven.” 

“Heaven or no heaven,” Richard sputtered, “v 
staying here.” 

“I’rn sorry,” Arak said quite sincerely. “You ,aj 
and here you will stay.” 

Suzanne, Perry, Richard, and Michael looked i 
other tvith varying mixtures of agitation, disma 
resentment. Donald, on the other hand, still had h 
folded in an attitude ofpriggish self-satisfaction. 

“Well,” Arak said with a sigh, “this has not g 
planned. I rc^t tliat you have insisted on talking 
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this so early in your orientation. But please trust me; yo 
will all change your minds as time goes on.” 

“What is the general plan for us?” Suzanne asked. 
“The orientation period i;sually lasts one month, 
Arak said, “depending on each visitor’s individual need 
During that time you will have the opportunity to traw 
to other cities. After the completion of orientation, yo 
^II be relocated to a city ofyour choice.” 

“Can you tell us where these cities are located? 
Donald asked. 

“Of course,” Arak said. He was glad to move the cor 
^ersation away from the emotional issue of their custod] 
swinging up into his seat with the console, Arak dinime 
the lights and turned on the floor screen. A moment late 
an enormous map of the Atlantic portion of Interterr 
appeared, including overlying oceans and continents 
margins. The cities were either orange, blue, or green 
Sufa stepped to the side to avoid blocldng anyone’s view. 

“I’m sure you all recognize Saranta,” Arak said. H< 
touched his console and its name blinked in orange. Ther 
the entire image switched to the Pacific part of Interterra. 
“Here you sec tlae older cities beneath the Pacific Ocean. 
You’ll be visiting many of them. All have their own, indi- 
vidual characters, and you will be able to live in any one 
you choose.” 

“Docs the orange type signify anything?” Donald 
asked. 

“Thev- arc cities with the interpianetarv- exit ports.” 
Arak said. “Like the port you entered through. Bur most 
of these have become obsolete and arc not used Here 
you sec Calistral in the southern India.- Ocean TlZ’i 
probably the only one still in operation, a/tror-^h ft’, used 
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rarely. Nowadays we rely almost exclusively on the inter- 
galactic ports under the south pole.” 

“Could we see the other map again?” Donald asked. 
He leaned forward. 

“Cert^y,” Arak said. The image of the (Atlantic 
portion of Intertcrra reappeared. 

'‘So the dty of Barsama due cast of Boston has an 
interplanetary port?” Donald said. 

“It docs,” Arak said. “But it has not been used for • 
hundreds of years. The city of Barsama is very pleasant, 
however, although it is quite small.” 

“When you say unused,” Donald continued, “docs 
that mean it has been sealed like the 'port here in 
Saranta?” 

“Not yet,” Arak said. “But it will be soon. The shafts 
of those outmoded ports were all supposed to have been 
scaled ages ago, as I said yesterday. Just today the Council 
of Elders issued a new decree to speed up the process.” 

Donald nodded. He eased back in his chair and 
rccrosscd his arms. 

“Any other questions?” Arak asked. 

No one moved. 

“I think we arc too- snmned for more questions,” 
Perry said. 

“You need to spend time together to help each other 
adapt,” Sufa said. “And we encourage you to seek the 
counsel of Ismael and Mary. I’m sure you can benefit 
from their wisdom and experience ” 

No one responded. 

“Well then,” Arak said. “We’ll resume your orien- 
tation in the morning after you’ve had a descrv’cd rest. 
Remember, in addition to everything else, you arc ail still 
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recovering from the dccon process. We kno^^ 
stress of that ordeal heightens emotional \X)iatilit 
A quarter hour later the group found tl 
walking back toward the dining hali after Arak i 
departure. Evening was beginning to fell, 
through the thick grass no one spoke. Each was 
in his own thoughts. . 

“We have to talk,’* Donald said, suddenly bre 
silence.. 

“I agree,” Perry said. “Where?” 

“I think it best if we do it outside,” Donald 5 
let’s wait until we get to the dining hall so we 
our wrist communicators inside. I wouldn’t be si 
they serve as a surveillance device along with tl 
functions.” 

“Good idea,” Perry said. He had recovered c 
be angry. 

“I want to apologize again to everyone,” 
said. “I just feel terrible that Pm responsible for 
. being here.” 

“You’re not responsible,” Perry said irritably. 
“We don’t blame you,” Michael said. “1 
goddamn Interterrans.” 

“Let’s keep the talk to a minimum until v/e j 
our communicators,” Donald suggested. 

The ^oup w^ked the rest of the way in silenc 
the dining hall they stripped off the wrist units, t 
back outside. 

“How for do you think we should go.>” Petr 
He glanced over his shoulder. They were alrcadv' 
hundred feet from the tip of the dining room poo 

from the intf*rir\r . » .. 
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“This is fine,” Donald said. He stopped and the oth 
huddled around him. 

“So now we know,” Donald said; “I don’t like to 
that I told you so.” 

“Then don’t say it,” Perry grumbled. 

“At least we know where we staOd,” Donald said. 

“Tliat’s a let of comfort,” Perry said sarcasticaUy. 

“I was surprised you posed the question,” Suzai 
said. “Why did you change your mind about not be 
dirccti” 

“Because we needed to know sooner radicr tl 
later,” Donald said. “If we’ve got to break out of he 
^vhich we now know is the ease, then we’ve got to di 
soon.” 

“Do you think there is a way?” Suzanne asked. 

‘T think it is possible,” Donald said. “The most pre 
ising piece of news is your having seen the Oceunus an 
being intact. If we could get it to that exit port in Barsa 
and figure out how to flood the chamber and open 
shaft, we’d have enough power and life support to gel 
to Boston.” 

“That’s not going to work,” Suzanne said. “As p: 
noid as the Intcrtcrrans arc, the exit ports have to 
heavily guarded and monitored. Even if we knew ho^ 
worked, we wouldn’t be able to get away with it.” 

“Suzanne’s ri^t,” Richard said. “They’d hav( 
bunch of those worker clones hanging around for sure. 

“I agree,” Donald said. “We can’t sneak out or c 
break out. We have to be let out.” 

“Gripes!” Perry complained. “They’re not going to 
us out. Arak made that perfeedy clear.” 

“Not willingly,” Donald said. “We have to fo 
them.” 
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“And how do you propose to do that?” Suzanne 
iskcd. “We’re talking about an extremely advanced civil-, 
zation here, with powers and technology that we can’t 
:vcn anticipate.” 

“Blackmail,” Donald said. “We have to convince them 
t would be safer to let us out than detain us.” 

“Keep talking,” Perry said dubiously. 

“They arc terrified of exposure,” Donald said. “My 
idea is to threaten to transmit to surface TV and expose 
this place.” 

“Do you think people on the surface would believe 
it?” Suzanne asked. 

“All that matters is that the Interterrans believe it,” 
Donald said. 

“Do they have faciliries to transmit TV signals?” Perr)- 
asked. 

“No, but they receive. Michael and 1 found a man who 
will help us,” 

“It’s true,” Michael said. “He’s an old bird from New 
York City named Harvey GolJfarb. He s been here for 
years but spends his days hidden in Central Information 
watching TV reruns. He wants out too, big time. 

“The important thing is that he’s familiar wth their 
TV equipment,” Donald said. “We’ve got two camcor- 
ders on the Oernnwr that could be jury-rigged to transmit. 

Gold farb says there’s plenty ot power. . 

' “Hmmm. You know,” Perry said, “tt sounds 


"“fomc,” Suzanne said ™th a shake ofher head. 
■1 don’t sea how it is going to wotk. T get the threat idea 
)ut how do we use it to pressure the Interterrans i 
loing something they obviously do not \s ant 

“I don’t know exaedy,” Donald admitted. We go 
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to put our heads together and worie it out. I cnvisioncr. 
having Goldfarb wth his finger on the s^vitch ready to 
transmit.” 

“Is that all?” Perry questioned with dismay. “If that’s 
all you’ve got, then Suzanne’s right. It wouldn’t work. I 
mean, they could just send a worker clone in to clobber 
Goldfarb or, simpler still, they could just sliut the power 
off. If blackmail is going to work, it’s got to be more 
involved to be a credible threat.” 

“It’s a start,” Donald said. “like 1 said, we’ve got to 
brainstorm bn this.” 

Suzanne looked at Perry. “What do you mean, ‘more 
involved’?” she asked. 

“Something like having two coexisting threats,” Perry 
said. “That way if they block one, the other docs the job. 
You know what I mean? In order to neutralize the threat 
they’d have to address botli flanks.” 

“That’s not a bad idea,” Donald said. “Can anybody 
think of another threat?” 

No one volunteered anything. 

“1 can’t think of anytliing on the spur of the moment,” 
Perry said. 

“Nor can I,” Suzanne said. ■ - ' 

“We’ll start off witli the camcorder idea,” Donald 
said. “While we’re getting that set up, something else will 
occur to us.” . ■ 

“What about tlic weapons in the museum?” Michael 
asked. 

“You found some weapons?” Perry asked. 

“A whole room full,” Donald said. “But unfortunately 
tlicy’rt mostly old, outdated, damaged ordnance scav- 
enged off the ocean floor from ancient Grecian times to 
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Worid War II.. The mo',t protnhUr/, 9/' w, '. ; 
German Lugcr.” 

“Do you think it would fire?” Urrry . 

“It might,” Donald said, “''/Ik f lip it fj‘!, 
ically it seemed clean.” 

“Well, that’s something,” J’erry ta/d. “/'k.;K/;a;'iv ;♦ 

works,” 

“One thing we know for sure,” Donald taid, “v/eV. 
not going to be able to pull this off once v/c get sepirar.ed 
into different cities.” 

“That’s right,” Perry said. *‘So v/c’vc got lees than a 
month.” 

“We might have a lot less time than a month,” BJclurd 
said. 

“Why do you say that?” Suzaxmc asked, 

“Michael and I had a little problem,” Richard said. 
“And I imagine all hell is going to break loose around 
here one of these days whcrl it’s discovered.” 

“Richard, no, don’t say anything!” Michael cried. 
“What is it?” Perry questioned. “What have you done 
now?” 

“There was an acd4cnt,” Richard said. 

“What kind of accident?” Donald demanded. 

“Maybe it would be better if I showed you,” Richard 
said.' “You might have an idea of what to do in the 
interim.” 


‘'Where?” Donald barked. 

“My room or Mikey’s room,” Richard said. “It’s the 
same difference.” 

“Lead the wayj sailor,” Donald growled^ 

! No one spoke as tlie group hiked across the expanse of 
I lawn to the open end of Richard’s cottage. They filed in 
! around the edge of the pool. Richard went to the cabinet 
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containing the refrigerator and commanded it to opet 
Once it had, he bent down and yanked on several of th 
tightly packed containers, which then tumbled out ont 
the marble floor. Framed by the remaining haphazard] 
stacked containers was the frozen, pallid face of Mun 
Her hair was matted against her forehead, and the blood 
froth had collapsed onto her cheek in a brownish smudgt 

Suzanne immediately covered her eyes. 

“Now, you got to understand, it was an accident, 
Richard explained. “Michael didn^t really mean to kill he 
He was just trying to get her to shut up from scrcamin 
by holding her head under water.” 

“She went crazy,” Michael blurted. “She saw the bod 
of the guy Richard killed.” 

“VVhat guy?” Perry demanded. 

“It was a little squirt from the gala,” Michael sai< 
“The one who hung around Mura.” 

“Where’s his body?” Donald demanded. 

“He’s jammed into my refrigerator,” Michael said. 

“You idiots!” Perry snapped. “How did the boy die?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Donald muttered. “What’s don 
is done, and Richard is right: the moment these bodies at 
discovered all hell could break loose." 

“Of course it matters,” Suzanne snapped as she too 
her hands away from her face to glare at the divers: ” 
cannot believe this! You men killed two of these pcac 
loving, gentle people and lor what?” * 

“He made a pass ^t me,” Richard explained, “ 
punched him and he fell and hit his head. I was stonct 
I didn’t mean to kill him.” 

“You narrow-minded, bigoted bastards,” Suzanr 
sneered. 

“Okay, okay,” Perry intoned, “Let’s ratchet it dovyn 
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notch. We’ve still got to vi/ork togcAer if there’s any hope 
of getting out of here.” 

“Perry’s right,” Donald said. “If we’re going to make 
a break it has to be soon. In fact, we’d better start 
tonight.” 

“I’m with yoti,” Richard said as he squatted down to 
jam the packages back into the refrigerator to re-cover 
Mura’s lifeless free. 

“What can we do tonight?” Perry' asked. 

“A lot, I’d suspect,” Donald said. 

“Well, you’re the military roan,” Perry said. “Why 
don’t you take command? ” 

“How docs that set with everyone else?” Donald 
asked'. 

Richard stood up and managed to get the refrigerator 
door closed with the help of his hip. “Fine by me,” he 
said. “The sooner we’re out of here the better.” 

“Me, too,” Wfrchaelsaid. , 

“What about you, Suzanne?” Donald asked. 

“I can’t believe this has happened,” Suzanne mut- 
tered. She was staring into the rhiddle distance. “They 
spent a month decontaminating us -but we managed to 
bring disease in anyway.” 

“What the hell are you mumbling about?” Perry' 
asked. 

Suzanne sighed sadly. “It’s like we’re Satan’s minions 
invading heaven.” 

“Suzanne, arc you all right?” Perry asked. He grasped 
her shoulders and looked into her eyes. They were brim- 
ming with tears. 

“I’m just sick at heart,” she said. 

“I’ll take three out of four- to be a reasonable 
mandate,” Donald said, ignoring Suzanne. “Here’s what 
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I propose. We’ll get our wrist communicators, call an air 
taxi, and get ourselves over to the Earth Surface Museum. 
Bichard and I will visit the submersible to check it out. 
He’ll help me salvage one of the IV cameras. Perry, you 
and Michael will go into the museum and get v^apons. 
Michael can show you where they are. Take anything you 
think might be appropriate but be sure you get the 
Luger.” 

“Sounds good,” Perry said. “What about you, 
Suzanne? Do you want to come along?” 

•Suzanne didn’t answer. Instead, she lifted her hands 
back to her face and massaged her watery eyes.' She could 
not get over the feet that they were responsible for the 
death of two Interterrans. She wondered what kind of 
grief such a crime was likely to evoke in Saranta. Two 
essences who’d survived for cons had been lost forever. 

“Okay,” Perry said soothingly, “You stay here. We 
shouldn’t be long.” 

Suzanne nodded but didn’t even watch as the group 
filed out of the room through the open end of the 
cottage. Instead, she looked at the cabinetry that hid 
the refrigerator and allowed herself to cry. The violent and 
ugly confrontation she feared was already coming to pass. 
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“Do you think wc have to worry about her?” Donald 
asked. “She could mess up this whole operation.” 

“You mean alert tlic Interterrahs?” Perry asked. 

“Something like that,” Donald said. “She seemed- 
pretty upset back there about the two casualties.” 

“She was upset, but it wasn’t just about the deaths,” 
Perry said. “She confided to me that Garona disappointed 
her somehow. And she feels responsible about us being 
here, as she said. Anyway, I don’t think wc have to worry 
about her. She’ll be okay.” 

“I hope so,” Donald said. 

The craft decelerated, hovered^for a moment, tltcn 
rapidly descended. 

“Stand by, troops,” Donald said. 

As Donald had directed, the air taxi was settling do%vn 
in the museum’s courtyard. Over the edge of the craft the 
dim outline of the Oceanus could be seen, silhouetted 
against the black basalt of the museum. 

“There’s the target,” Donald said. “Once the side of 
the taxi opens I want everyone flat against the museum 
wall. Understood?” 

“That’s affirmative,” Richard said. 

The moment the exit appeared the group piled out, ran 
to the wall, and flattened themselves against it. All eyes 
ssvept the immediate area. It was dark, particularly in the 
shadows, and perfectly still without any signs of life. 
Behind them the sharply geometric form of the museum 
soared up into the blaclotcss. The only light on the scene 
came from the thousands of faux, biolumincsccnl stars 
above and a low-level glow emanating from the museum’s 
windows. Ihc dark hulk of the submersible was about 
fifty fret away, sitting on chocks on the flatbed of an 
anrigravity freighter. 
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The air taxi’s side seamlessly sealed over and the craft 
silently rose before disappearing in the darkness, 

“I don’t see a soul,” Richard whispered. 

“I guess the museum’s not much of a night spot,” 
Michael whispered back. 

“Keep the conversation to a minimum,” Donald 


ordered. 

“The place is deserted,” Perry said. He let himself 
relax. “That’s going to make this a whole lot easier.” 

• “Let’s hope it stays that way,” Donald said. He 
pointed to a window to their left. “Perry, you and 
Michael climb through and come back out through the 
same one. We’ll either be working on the Ouanus or we’ll 
be waiting here in the shadows.” 

“Do you think there’s an alarm system in the 
museum?” Perr}” questioned. 

“Nahl” Richard said. “There’s no locks or alarms or 
any of that kind of stuft. Apparently' nobody e>'er steals 
anytlung down here.” 

“All right,” Perry said- “We’re off.” 

“Good hunting,” Donald said. He waved as Perry and 
Michael ran hunched over to just below the window*. 
Grunting and groasing. Perry boosted iWichad up so he 
[ could get a grip on the silL Once he t?as inside, he leaned 
back out and puhed Perry up. A moment kter the two 
disappeared msde the tcildm'n. 

Donaldrcdirco^dlm ammdem to the rubmerrS^^^ 

1 . 2XC we going ever mere or ncstr” Pichard ernes- 

tioned. 


“Let’s do itl” Don; 

They kept low to * 
'the nvim submanne. 
hull. In the cad 


^ sprinted ever to 

earned its HY-i-iO 
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although the white lettering on the sail stood out sharply. 
Donald made a slow inspection of the craft with Richard 
close on his heels. He was impressed with the Intcrtcrran 
repairs; the outside tights and the manipulator ar.n that 
had been destroyed in the plunge down the vent shaft 
looked completely normal. 

“It looks perfect,” Donald said. “All we have to do is 
get it into the ocean and we’re home free.” 

“None too soon for me,” Richard said. 

Donald went to an outside toolbox, opened it, and 
took out several wrenches. He handed them to Richard. 

“Start with the starbosud side camcorder,” he said. 
“Just detach it from its housing. I’m going below to 
check out the battery level. If we don’t have power,’ we’re 
not going anytvhcre.” 

“Roger,” Richard said. 

Donald climbed the familiar rungs, rapidly ascending 
to the ship’s hatch. He was mildly surprised to find st 
undogged and slightly ajar. Grabbing it with two hands he 
raised it all the way. After one last visual sweep around the 
area, he lowered himself into the opening and clambered 
down into absolute darkness. 

Once Donald had reached the deck, he moved forward 
by feel. He was so familiar with the craft, he could literally 
move around inside with his eyes closed, or so he thought 
until he tripped over the two books Suzanne had brought 
along to impress Perry. Donald cursed less for the tripping 
than for striking his hand against the back of one of the 
passenger scats while trying to maintain his balance. At 
least he didn’t fall which could have been lethal in tlic 
tight quarters. 

After rubbing his hand to dispel the pain, he inched 
fcj^s-ard. As he neared the dive station a bit of light fib. 
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tercd in through the four view ports, making his progress 
easier. Careful not to hit his head on any of the pro- 
truding instrumentation, Donald lowered himself into 
the pilot seat. Outside he could hear Richard clanking 
against the hull v*ith the wiench. 

The first thing Donald did was switch on the instru- 
ment ligltts. Then, wth trepidation, he allowed his eyes to 
move over to the battery level indicator. He sighed with 
relief. There was plenty of power. Then, as he was about 
to check gas prcssiues, he froze. A noise coming from 
behind him told him that he was not alone. Someone 
besides himself was inside the submersible. 

At first Donald held his breath, straining to listen. Cold 
» 

sweat appeared along his hairiine. Seconds passed, though 
it seemed like hours, but the noise did not repeat itself. 
Just when Donald began to wonder if his imagination 
had misinterpreted the sotmds of Richard removing the 
- camcorder, a voice came out of the darkness. “Is that you, 
Mr. Fuller?” 

Donald swung around. His eyes vainly tried to pene- 
trate the darkness. ‘Tes,” he said with a voice that 
cracked. “Who’s here?” 

“Hafv Goldfarb. Remember me from Central Infor- 
mation?”' 

. Donald relaxed and took a brearii. “Of course,” he 
sdd irritably. “What the devil arc you doing in here?” 

Harvey inched forward. The lights from the instru- 
mevrts illuminated his deeply creased free. “You got me 
thinking today,” Harvcy.said. ‘Tou’re the first hi^ IVc 
ever had for getting back. I was afiaid you mi^it fewrget 
me, so I thought I’d sleep in here.” 

Mr. Goldfrrb, wc can’t forget you,” Donald taid. 
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^'Wc need you. Did you check out the T\' CAmcras on the 
outside:” 

“I did,” Han'cy s^d. *‘I don't tliink tltc\''ll be a 
problem. Ti\Tiat is it you are planning on transmitting?” 

“We’re not sure at this stage,” Donald said. “Maybe 
you or us or c\'cn all of us.” 

“Me?” Han'ey’ questioned. 

“Actually we only avunt the capability to transmit," 
Donald said, “It’s the threat that’s intportant.” 

“I’m getting the picture,” Harvey said. “Tlicy let you 
out because they’re afraid that I’ll c.xposc Intertcrra over . 
he airsTOves.” 

“Something like that,” Donald said. 

“It won’t work,” Harvey said flatly. 

“Why not?” 

“Two reasons,” Harvey said. “First, they’d ait my 
lower before they’d let you out. And second, 1 won’t do 
t.” 

“But you said you’d help.” 

“Yeah, and you said you’d take me to New York.” 

“That’s true, ’’‘Donald admitted. “Actually we haven’t 
vorked out any of the details .” 

“Details, ha!” Harvey scoffed. “But listen. I live here. 

; can tell you how to get out. Many a night I’ve dreamed 
tbout escaping the monotony of all these interminably 
ileasant days.” 

“We’re open to suggestions,” Donald said. 

“I gotta be sure you’ll take me along,” Harvey said. 

‘Wc’U be happy to include you,” Donald said. 
What’s your idea?” 

‘Will this submarine work?” Harvey asked. 

“That’s what I’m checking,” Donald said. “We’ve got 
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plenty of power, so if we can get it out into the water, it 
will work.” 

“Okay, now listen,” Hatwev- said. “Has your orien- 
tation gotten around to telling you that the Jntenerrans 
live forever? Not in the same hthiy but in multiple 
bodies?” 

“Yes,” Donald said. “We’sx already visited the death 
center and uitnessed an cxtracrion.” 

“I’m impressed,” Harvey said. “They arc moving you 
right along. So you understand that the process worw 
only if they are extracted before death. In other words, it 
all has to be planned. You get what I’m sajing?’’ 

“I’m not sure,” Donald admitted. 

“They have to be alive when the memory is extracted,” 
Harv'cy said. “Or more properly, their brains have to be 
ftrncrioning normally. If they die by violent means, the 
story’s oyer. That’s why they arc so terrified of violence, 
and that’s why there hasn't been any violence in Intcrierra 
for millions upon millions of years. Tlicy arc incapable of 
it except by proxy.” 

“So we threaten violence,” Donald said. “V/c already 
thought of that.” 

“I’m talking about something more specific than just 
violence,” Harvey said. “You threaten death specifically. 
Death without any of their extraction nonsense unlc.ss 
they do what you want.” 

“Aha!” Donald exclaimed. “Now I get you. You re 
talking about taking hostages.” 

“Correct!” Harvc}- said. “Two, four, as many as you 
can get, and not clones, because the)’ don’t count. And a 
word of caution: the clones don’t mind violence. They do 
whatever they arc told.” 
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“Slide!” Donald commented. “It’s a multiple threat 
built into one.” 

“Correct,” Harvey said proudly. “And you don’t have , 
to monkey around with this TV camera nonsense.” 

“I like it,” Donald said. “How about you going out 
and telling Richard to hold up on removing the cam- 
corder. I just want to check the gas pressures, and I’ll be 
right out.” 

“You promise you’ll be taking me,” Harvey said. 

“You’re going,” Donald said. “Stop worrying.” 


“All right, hold up!” Perry ordered. “Either you know 
where you are going or you don’t. We’ve been wandering 
around in here like a couple of dopes for twenty minutes. 
Where arc the goddamn weapons?” 

Michael shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I get lost in 
museums even in the daytime.” 

“Try to remember something about the gaUery,’’ 
Perry said. 

“I remember it was long and narrow,” Michael said. 

“What was it near? Can you remember anything like 
that?” 

“Wait a second,” Michael said. “Now I remember. It 
was behind a door that said ,wc were supposed to get 
permission from the Council of Elders to enter.” ■ 

“I haven’t seen many doors,” Perry said as his eyes 
scanned the immediate area. “And there arc none here so 
obviously we’re not in the right place.” 

“I also remember we’d stopped in a gallery filled with 
Persian carpets,” Michael said. “It’s coming back to me 
now. The carpets were beyond the room with all the 
Rcn^ancc stuff.” 
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“That’s a start,” Perry said. “I know wlirre iliai y^iWr.ry 
is. Come on! Follow me for a chanfre!” 

A few minutes later the two men were r.I.-UKlIlij' ontfjide 
the door with the restricted entry admonilion, h vjv, 
located near the window they’d climbed in. 

“Is this it?” Perry asked. “If it is, we’ve come full 
circle.” 

“I think so.” He reached around Perry, piiftlied the 
door open, and glanced inside. “Pay dirt!” he cx<'lfdn)ed, 

“It’s about time,” Perry grumbled as he entered, “The 
others are going to start thinking we got lost, so we’d 
better make this snappy.” 

“^Hiat should wc take?” Michael asked. 

The two men stopped just inside the door while Perry 
looked up and down die dimly lit room. He was 
impressed with the room’s length and the subsequent 
square footage the shelving afforded. “This is more than I 
expected!” he commented. ‘*Wc’vc got quite a sclectibn 
in here.” 

“The older stuff is to the right, ncw’cr to the left,” 
Michael said. 

“I guess it doesn’t matter what vre take as long as it 
functions,” Perry said, “and as long a.s I find the Lugcr,” 

“I know one thing I want,” Michael said. He reached 
over and picked up the crossbovr and ns cnr/cr. As he did 
so he nicked his finger. “Jeez, these arrow points arc razor 
sharp.” 

“Those arc quarrels, or bolts, not arrow.”' Perry .said, 

“Whata^cr,” Michael said. “Tnry’redar.sr. .sharp/'’ 

. “Do you remember v/hich the lasger n-as?’’ 

“To the left. Bozo,” Michael Mid. 

“Don’t call me Bozo,” Perry w'arned .. 
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“Well, I just got finished telling you the modem stuff 
was to the left.” 

Perry 'set out without responding to Michael’s last 
comment. It irritated him that he had to put up with the 
divers. He had never been forced to spend time with two 
more juvenile idiots in his life. 

Michael turned and 'went the other way. As long as 
evcrytlung was water-damaged and barnaclc-cncrustcd, 
he thought the ancient armaments would be better since, 
in their simplicity, there were fewer working parts for the 
s.alt water to foul up. Soon he was in an area with a superb 
collection of ancient Greek weapons. He gathered an 
armful of short swords, daggers, and slucids along with 
several helmets, greaves, and a brace of breastplates. What 
impressed him was the worked gold and the encrusted 
javels he could see despite the darkness. Thus encum- 
bered he clanked liis way back to the door they’d entered. 

“Any luck yet?” Michael called out to Perry. 

“Not yet,” Perry called back. “Just a bunch of rusted 
rifles.” 

“I’m going to take this stuff I got back to the 
svindow.” 

“All right. I’ll be here as soon as I find the pistol.” 

Michael added the crossbow to his burden and then 
struggled with the door. No sooner had he taken a step 
into the hall than he collided with Richard. 

Michael wlumpered and dropped everything he was 
carrying. Tire heavy gold and bronze implements made a 
tremendous clatter against the marble floor. 

“Shut up, you ass'.” Richard ■ hissed. The racket 
exploding in the silence of the dark, deserted museum 
had scared him as much as the unexpected encounter had 
scared Michael. 
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“VVhat do you mean sneaking in here and scaring me 
ihitless?” Michael spat. 

“Wliat the hell’s been taking you so long?” Richard 
demanded. 

“We couldn’t find die room, okay?” 

Perry appeared in the doorway. “Good God, what on 
:ai th arc you guys doing? Trying to wake up die entire 
:it>'?” 

“If. wasn’t my fault,” Michael said as he bent do^^■n to 
retrieve his booty. 

“Did you guys find the Luger?” Richard asked. 

“Not yet,” Perry said. “Where’s Donald?” 

“He’s already on his way back to the \’isitors' 

Richard said. “There’s been a change in plans. Th; o.o 
fart Harvey Goldfarb was hiding in the subrrenfr e. 
he’s come up with a new and better escape plan forn? 

“Really?” Perry questioned. “What is ftr" 

“We’re going to lake ho.stagcs,’' Ricnari nra. 
says the Interterrans are so afrad cf rro art nrrr rear 
they’d do anything, including krirp -'or m — 

ocean wth the submersible, if r*:: prr a mr-- r 

people and threaten to do chemin.” 

‘T like it,” Perry said. “Br: eri;" r_ - r:^- ^ - 
before us?” 

“He’s worried about 5rr"~ — — ' 
things look so promising, fro ~ — -m:r — — 

a move on it; as .soon as -r.: ~ nr-r - 

get us back.” 

“All right,” Perr-nrr -5. - 
With all of us lo>.'^g “ ~ rrrrrrrr -- . 
able to find it a .'cr narr: " 
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The air taxi came to a halt and opened. It was hovering 
dircctiy in front of the visitors’ palace dining room. 
Richard and Michael disembarked widi some difficulty, 
both weighed down with an array of andent armament. 
Ail Perr)' was carrying ivas the Luger, which he’d finally 
found. . 

The’ three made their way up the ramp to the door. 
Both divers had donned the breastplates, helmets, and 
greaves rather than carry them in their arms. It was 
enough to be holding the shields, swords, daggers sind 
crossbow. Perry had tried to talk tliem out of taldng the 
armor, but they w'cre determined, and he gave iip trying 
to reason with them. Michael and Richard were con- 
vinced in their words that the stuff was going to be worth 
a fortune topside. 

To their surprise the tUning room was empty. 

“That’s odd,” Richard said. “He told me to meet him 
here.” 

‘Tou don’t suppose he’s planning on bugging, out of 
here without us, do you?” Michael questioned. . 

“I don’t know,” Richard responded. “The idea never 
occurred to me,” 

“He’s not going without us,” Perry assured the two 
divers. “We just saw the Ocennus sM parked where it’s 
always been, and he’s not going anyplace without that.” 

“How about Suzanne’s room?” Michael suggested. 

“I’d say that’s a good possibility,” Perry said. The long 
walk across the lawn was significantly noisy thanks to the 
continual clatter of the ancient armor. 

“You guys sound ridiculous,” Perry commented. 

“We didn’t ask for your opinion,” Richard said. 

As they rounded the open end of Suzanne’s cottage 
tlicy saw Donald, Suzanne, and Harvey sitting in contour 



chairs near the pool's edge. It v.:as ohvions the sxnyos- 
phcrc was tense, 

“What’s wrong?” Peny questioned. 

“VTc’ve got a problem,” Donald said. “Suzanne s txx 
surc wxVc doing the ri^t thing.” 

“Why not, Suzanne?” Perry askcxL 

“Because murder is wrong,” Suzanne said, “Ifwc tsie 
hostages to the surfecc world without adaptation:, they 
will die, plain and simple. We brought violence and dead: 
here and now we want to escape by it. I ssy it’s cdrcaily 
despicable.” 

‘‘Yeah, but I didn’t ask to come here,” Perry said hodx 
'“I don’t like to sound like a broken record, but we’re 
being held against our will. I’think that justifies violence.” 

“But that’s confusing ends with means,” Suzanne said 
“That’s exactly what we’re supposed to be against. ” 

“All I know is that I have a family that I miss,” Perry 
said. “I’m going to see them again come hell or high 
water!” \ 

• “I empathize with you,” Suzanne said. “Truly! And f 
feel responsible about the whole situation. And it h tnir. 
we were abducted. But I don’t want to sec any more 
deaths, nor .do I want to see Intertem uiuvifim/^/ 
destroyed. We’re ethically obligated to ncgotlalc. '/J/w 
• people arc so peaceful.”. 

“Peaceful?” Richard queshoned. “rdwyhonn/^/” 

“I can vouch for that,” Har%xv ’aid. 

“Perry, this is Hatvey GoldSrbr IVonald said. 

Perry and Harvey shook barest 
‘I don’t know wha: to 

Donald said. “.4rai nada r i=r' ),« 

not buts i6, or mrtj, a life ttol imMn 

- negotiation.” 
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“I think vvc should let a little more time pass,” 
Suzanne said, “What’s wrong with that? Maybe vvc will 
change our minds, or maybe we’ll be able to convince 
them to alter theirs. We’ve got to remember that we’ve all 
brought down here our personalities and psycholo^cal 
baggage geared to the world above, plus we’re so accus- 
tomed to seeing ourselves as the ‘good guys’ that it’s 
difficult to realize when we arc the monsters 

“I don’t feel like a monster,” Perry said. “I don’t 
belong here.” 

“Me neither,” Michael said. 

“I/:t me ritakc another point,” Suzanne said. “For the 
sake of argument, let’s say we manage to get out of here. 
Wliat happens tfien? Do we reveal Interterra’s existence?” . 

“It will be hard not to,” Donald said. “Where would 
we say we’ve been for the last month or however long it’s 
been?” 

“And what about me?” Harvey said. “I’ve been here 
for almost ninety years.” 

“That’s even harder to explain,” Donald agreed. 

“We’d also have to have s<>mc explanation where we 
'^ot all the gold and .vmor,” Richard said. “ ’Cause this 
stuff’s going with me.” 

“And what about lltc economic possibilities of bur 
serving as intermediaries?” Perry said. “We could help 
both sides and end up millionaires many times over. Jnst 
the wrist communicators alone will cause a technological 
sensation.” 

“I rest my ease,” Suzanne .said. “One way or the otltcr 
we’d be exposing Intertcri; Stop and think about our 
civilization and its exploitive greed. We don’t like to think 
of ourselves in that light, but it’s true. We arc selfish, both 
as individuals and as nations, fhcrc’d be a confrontation 
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“Let’s get back to business,” Donald said Imally. “Did 
you get the Luger?” 

‘We did,” Terry reported. “It was hard to find, but we 
managed.” 

“Let me see it,” Donald said. 

As Perry took the pistol out of his tunic pocket, 
Suzanne bolted from the room. Richard was the first to 
respond. Dropping what he had in his hands, and disre- 
garding the armor he was wearing, he raced out into the 
night after her. Thanks to his superb physicM shape he was 
able to close the gap quickly and managed to get hold 
of Suzanne’s tvrist. He pulled her to a stop. Both were 
pandng. 

“You’re playing into Donald’s hands,” Richard 
managed to .say between breaths. 

“As if I care,” Suzanne replied. “Let me go!” 

“He’ll shoot you,” Richard said. “He loves playing 
this military crap. I’m warning you.” 

Suzanne struggled for a moment in an attempt to fixe 
herself, but it was soon clear that Richard was not about 
to let her go. The others arrived and gathered roimd. 
Donald was holding the Luger. 

“You’re forcing me to aa,” Donald said mcnadngly. 
“I hope you realize that.” 

“Who is forcing whom?” Suzanne asked scornfully. 

“Bring her back inside!” Donald said. “We have to 
resolve this once and for all.” He started back toward the 
cottage. The others follow’cd with Richard maintaining an 
iron grip on Suzanne’s wrist. She tried briefly to struggle 
but quickly became resigned to be dragged back toward 
her room. 

“Bring her in and sit her down,” Donald called over 
his shoulder as the group rounded the rMv>l 
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Coming into the light Richard noticed how blue 
Suzanne’s hand had become. Concerned about her circu- 
lation, he loosened his hold. The instant he did, she 
yanked herself free and straight-armed him wiiii a 
resounding thump in the center of his chest. Caught off 
guard, Richard toppled into the deep end of the pooL 
Suzanne bolted back out into the night. 

With the heavy armor dragging him under the surfecc, 
Rich^d floundered despite his being a povrerful and 
accomplished swimmer. Donald tossed the pisml into one 
of the contour chairs and dove into tnc water. Perry and 
Michael did what they oanid from the pool’s edge xinni 
they realized that Sazanne had escaped yet a gaf- . 

“Get hcrl” Perry criedL “FII help here.” 

Michael took off and the effort czpcnded gn^e hhn 
unqualified respect for the fened hcpihes of eld. and he 
wondered how those ancicnr warricjcs had m a na ged- Ke 


found die breastplate partfcnlany c 
althou^ the heavy helmet and g 
either. Once dear of the cone cfEg' 


ten 


net bem 


interior, he clanked to a hdr v-inbe-’m h-eing d:-r a: 
he was blinded by the darkrrg; Sezanne newt 


be seen althou^ she’d had cnij 
As the niiimies ticked hy 
of the scene emerged nnm 
Suzanne. Then, sndeen race 


of bti^t ii^ off to hh egw 
looked his heart leaped. Itwar an ; 
and opened some nffv yard; aw— 
dining hall. 

Michad took eff mnmns; asd 
pumping As he rapidiT 
goingtobcdosclAh 
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aboard and throw herself onto tire banquette witli her 
right hand palm down on the central table. 

“No!” Michael yelled as he launched himself at the 
taxi’s port. But he was too late. What had been an. 
opening only moments earlier was now the seamless 
cowling of the air taxi. Michael collided against it and 
ricocheted off with the clang of metal against metal. The 
collision knocked him to the ground and the helmet from 
his head. In tlic next instant the air taxi ascended with a 
whoosh, lc.aving Michael momentarily weightless in its 
wake. Like a helium balloon he floated free from the 
ground for almost a foot bcfoic falling back like a dead 
weight. 

The second collision knocked the wind out of him. He 
writhed on the ground. When he managed to catch his 
breath, he scrambled to his feet and made his way back to 
the cottage. By then, the others^had gotten the sodden 
Richard into one of the contour chairs, where he was 
coughing deeply. 

Donald looked up as Michael charged in. “Where the 
hell is she?” 

“She got away in an air taxi!” Michael gasped. 

“You let her get away?” Donald cried. He stood up 
from where he was squatting next to Richard. He was 
incensed. 

“I couldn’t stop her,” Michael said. “She must have 
called the damn taxi the second she left here.” 

“Christ!” Donald said. He put a hand to his forehead 
and shook his head. “Such incompetence! I can’t believe 
it!” 

“Hey, I did what I could,” Michael complained. 

“Let’s not argue,” Perry cWmed in. 
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‘Shit!” Donald shouted as he stormed around in a 
:le. 

‘I should have decked her,” Richard choked. 

Donald stopped his angry pacing. “We’ve .hardly 
•ted this operation, and we’ve already got a crisis, 
cre’s no telling what she’ll do. We’ve got to move and 
ve fast! Michael, you get your ass back to the Ocea7ius 
I don’t let anyon e near it! ” 

“Roger!” Michael said. He grabbed his crossbov/ and 
ver and darted back out into the niglit. 

“We need hostages and we need them fast,” Donald 
i. 

“What about Arak and Sufa?” Perrj’ said. 

“They’d be perfect,” Donald said. “Let’s call them 
‘.r here and hope Suzanne hasn’t talked to them first, 
’ll have them come to the dining hall.” 

“What aboujt Ismael and Mary Black?” Perry sug- 
tcd. 

“The more the better,” Harvey said. 

“Fine,” Donald said. “We’ll call them, too. But that’s 
the room we have in the Oceanus” 


zanne’s pulse was racing. She’d never felt such anxiety’, 
c knew she was lucky to have gotten away from the 
3up and couldn’t help wondering what would have 
ppened had she not been able to. She shuddered. They 
:mcd to have become strangers, even enemies in their 
iglc-mindedness to escape and their concomitant n'ill- 
jntss to murder. 

Despite what she’d said on the spur of the moment 
ck -In her cottage, she wasn’t sure how she felt about 
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anything other than her abhorrence at the idea of beinj 
party to more death. Yet despite her confusion, in ore 
to flee by air taxi she’d had to come up with a dcstinati' 
quickly to get the craft to seal. The first place that h 
come to her mind was the black, pyramid and the Coun 
of Elders. 

By the time the air taxi.dcpositcd Suzanne at her dcs 
nation, she was more composed. The transit time h 
^ven her an opportunity to think more rationally. S 
reasoned tliat the Council of Elders more than, anyo 
shoidd know how to handle the crisis quickly and withe 
injury to anyone. 

As she mounted the causeway leading to the pyrarr 
she nodeed the endre area was deserted. As a major Int< 
terran governmental center, she’d assumed there wot 
be people available twenty-four hours a day. But ti 
hardly seemed to be the ease even after she’d entered t 
gigantic structure. ' 

Suzanne walked down the gleaming white marble ct 
tidor. She saw no one. ^preaching the huge, pane! 
bronze doors, she began to wonder what she shou 
do. Knocking seemed ridiculous given the' scale of t 
surroundings. But she need not have been conccmc 
The doors opened automatically just as they had th 
morning. 

Walking into the circular colonnaded room beyon 
Suzanne advanced to the center and stopped in the sar 
place she’d stood that morning. She looked around at tl 
empty chamber, wondering what to do next. 

The silence was complete. 

“Hello!” Suzanne called. When there was no answ 
she called again louder. Then she called out again, tf 
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time at the top of her lungs. Tlianks to the dome, she 
heard her voice echo clearly. 

• “Can I be of assistance?” a young girl’s voice asked 
- calmly. 

Suzanne turned. Behind her, framed in the huge 
portal, was Ala. Her fine blonde hair was in disarray, as if 
she’d just been pulled from her bed. 

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Suzanne said. “I’ve come 
because of an emergency. You must stop my fellow sec- 
ondary humans. They arc about to attempt an escape, and 
if they do, the secret of Inter terra tvill be lost.” 

“Escape is difficult from Interterra,” Ala said. She 
rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. It was a 
gesture so childlike that Suzanne had to remind .herself 
she was dealing svith an individual of extraordinary intelli- 
gence and experience. 

“They plan to use the submersible we arrived in,” 
Suzanne said. “It is at the Earth Surface Mu-scum,” 

“I see,” Ala said. “It would .still be difficult, but 
perhaps it would be best if I send some worker clones to 
incapacitate the vessel. 1 will also call the Council for an 
emergency session. I ttust you will be willing to stay and 
confer with us.” 

“Of course,” Suzanne said. “I want very much to 
help.” She thought about bringing up the tragic deaths 
that had already occtirred but decided there would be 
• time for that later. 

“This is an unexperted and disturbing development,” 
Ala said. “Why have your friends decided to try to 
escape?” 

“They say because of their frmilies and' because they 
have not been given^'a choice. But they are a very varied 
group, and there arc other issues as wcU.” 
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“It sounds as if they dou’t yet realize ho\y very lucky 
they are.” 

j . “I think that’s fair to say,” Suzanne agreed. 

^n air taxi settled down and opened in the dark and 
deeply shadowed museum courtyard. Two - heavily 
muscled worker clones disembarked. Both carried sledge- 
hammers, but only one set out for thc-Bcndiic Marine 
submersible. The other kept the air taw from leaving by 
maintaining a grip on the edge of the taxi’s opening port. 

The first worker clone wasted no time. Reaching the 
lersiblc he went directly to the housing for the main 
ry'pack. With practiced hands he opened the fiber- 
aCccis panel to expose the main power connertor. 
1, stepping back, he raised the sledf e over his head in 
ifation of rendering the unit inopc-abic. 
at the heavy hammer did not come down in its 
aal arc. Instead it slipped from the clone’s hands and 
o the ground v.idi a thud the moment a crossbow 
pierced the clone’s throat. Wth a gasping sound he 
'cred back, clawing at the imbedded missUc. A 
nixturc of blood and a clear fluid like mineral oil gushed 
brth, ckcnching his black coveralls. After a few awkward 
itepS, the clone toppled over onto his back.. Several 
witches later, he w .is still. 

Michael cranked the crossbow drawstring back and 
>ositioncd,anotiicr bplt.- Thus armed he stood up frofti 
lis hiding place alongside the museum wall andxautiously 
ipprpachcd the downed clone. Michael had neither seem 
jor heard the air taxi: it had landed just out of sight. He 
clt lucky he’d looked -, back at the submersible the 
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lomcnt he did, for he had been dozing on and off 
espite his efforts to stay alert. 

Keeping the crossbow trained on the clone, Michael 
:achcd out with his right foot and gave the body a kick, 
he clone didn’t respond although there was another 
nail surge of blood and fluid irom the through-ar. 1- 
irough neck wound. 

Taking one hand away from the crossbow tt> gh'c 
imself better balance, Michael gave tlic body one last, 
ood kick to make sure there was no question about its 
atus. To his shock, the crossbow w'as ripped out of his 
and. 

Startled, Michael whirled around to find himself facing 
second clone, who’d tossed the crossbow aside and was 
using a sledgehammer over his head. Michael instinc- 
vcly put his hands up although he knew it would be no 
efensc against the coming blow. Back peddling he 
ipped over the fallen cloiic^nd fell across the do-wmed 
worker, losing Kis helmet in the process. 

Michael desperately rolled to the side as the hammer 
amc down svath jarring force, crunching the already inca- 
adtated clone. As the second done regained his balance 
nd retracted liis weapon for another blow, Michael 
lUshcd himself up on one knee and drew his Greek short 
word. As the done again lifted the sledge over his head, 
xposing his abdomen, Michael lunged forward. Witli 
dichad’s full wdght behind the thrust the sw^ord buried 
tsdf to its hilt. A mixture of blood and dear oil gushed 
into Michael’s chest. 

The startled done dropped the sledge and grabbed 
dichad’s head \vith his two hands. Michael felt himself 
>dng lifted off the ground. But it didn’t last. The inordi- 
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natc strength of the done ebbed, and he -toppled over, 
dragging Michael with him. 

It took almost five minutes for the worker done’s grip 
around Michael’s head to relax enough for Michael to 
extract himself. As he got to his feet he shuddered 
through a wave of nausea at the smell of the fluid leaking 
out of the two downed dones. It was like a combination 
of a slaughter house and an auto repair shop. 

Michael retrieved the crossbow. He had new respect 
for the danger the dones represented. He’d been sur- 
prised the second done had attacked .him, and he 
reasoned that they must have been given some blanket 
order. The episode also undcriined the fact that the clones 
had no trouble with violence, just as Harv had warned. 



CHAPTER NINETEEN 


“Maybe, we should have pulled this off after dinner,” 
Richard said. “I’m starved.” 

“ITtis is no time for humor,” Perry said. 

“Who’s making a joke?” Richard said. 

“This must be them,” Harvey called from the door, 
where Donald had ordered him to stay as a lookout. “An 
air taxi has just dropped down outside.” 

The group were in the dining room waiting for Arak, 
Sufa, and the Blacks. 

“All right, troops,” Donald said. “This is it. Let’s be 
prepared.” 

Richard picked up one of the Greek swords. After his 
dunk in the pool he’d dispensed with the armor. Donald 
removed the clip from the Lugcr for the twentieth time, 
checked it, and replaced it. He made sure a cartridge was 
in the firing chamber. 

Arak, Sufa, the Blacks, and four large worker clones 
swept into the room. 

“Okay,’’ Arak said, slightly out of breath. “Everything 
is going to be fine, so please just relax.” 

According to plan, Harvey pushed the door closed 
with a resoimding thud. Arak ignored the noise. Harvey 
walked around the periphery' of the room. Along with 
Perry and Richard he stood behind Donald. 
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Arak said, “you must understand that you 
cannot escape. We cannot permit it.” 

‘Word travels fast ” Donald said. “So Suzanne has 
already gotten to you.” 

“We were informed by the Council of Elders,” Arak 
said. “We heard from them just after you requested our 
presence. Now that we arc here, we’d like to request 
that you return to your indisidual cottages. I repeat: you 
cannot escape.” 

“We shall see,” Donald said. “For the time being, we 
arc geing to be giving the orders.” 

“That is out of the question,” Arak reniarked. Then, 
turning to the clones, he said, “Restrain them without 
hurting them, please!” 

Obediently the clones surged fortsurd. 

Donald brandished the pistol and took several steps 
back. His coconspirators did the same. 

“Don’t come any closer!” Donald commanded. 

“1 don’t think they know what a gun is,” Perry said 
nervously. 

“They arc going to learn quickly,” Donald said: While 
continuing to back up he raised the gun and aimed at the 
face of the clone coming directly at him. 

“Arak!” Ismael cried. “He’s got a gun. Arak — ” 

“Stop, please!” Donald ordered the clones. 

Having been commanded by an Inlcrtcrran, the clones 
ignored Donald and continued dosing in on the 
‘retreating secondary humans. Donald pulled the Lugcr’s 
trigger and it fired with a roar. The slug hit the lead 
done in the forehead. He wobbled and then collapsed 
backward to the floor. A dear viscous fluid flowed out of 
the wound onto the marble. Curiously his legs continued 
to move as if he were still advandng. 
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Arak and Sufa gasped. 

Undaunted, the other clones continued to arrr 
Donald swung the gun around to the one acs-j: 
Perry and fired again. The bullet struck the secc~a 
in the temple. He collapsed as well, though his 
continued moving. 

“Halt, please,” Arak shouted with a quaverhig-f-:': 
the two remaining clones. The clones obe^'ec nst: 
Arak’s face had gone pale and he w'as shaking, ^fsar=■ 
the scissoring m.otion of ( he legs' of the two cn ±e grr 
slowed, then stopped . 

Donjild was now holding the pistol wnh h 
He swung it around and pointed it ar ArzL ~T 
better,” he told the terrified interterrsr- s: 
understand one another, you are next.” 

“Please,” Sufa cried. “No more sioienc::. Jiear-e.'” 

“We’re happy to oblige,” Dotsdd saii wiicrr 
"ering the gun. “Just do as w'e sar, and 

cool. Arak, I want you to make a . 

wrist unit, then we’ll be lea\-ingfcere.~ 


Suzanne was impressed v;n± . — r- 

displaycd despite the gra’-e n-d _ 

was growing progrcv;..-dr .. .. 

coming back to the ccenni : — 7 ^-^ - 
colleagues were succeed— ~ 

While the cocnef 

been offered food srn — — - 

hall. Like that ceminn ie ~ 

center althoud: cr 

a chair similar - ^ 7^ T^' 



I by the elders. She was facing Ala with the bronze 
rs at her back. 

‘The problem seems to be getting worse,” Ala said 
r listening for a moment to her wrist communicator. 

: dear, high-pitched voice was not hurried or harried, 
le wayward group along with four human nostages arc 
/ approaching Baisama with their intact submersible . 
k is awaiting our orders.” 

T’ve never dealt with such a situation as this in all my 
imes,” Ponu said. “Four worker clones have been 
maturely dispatched. That is disturbing, indeed,” 

‘You can stop them, can’t you?” Suzanne blurted. She 
beginning to find tlie calmness' of the council 
icrving. “And you can do- it without injuring them, 
’tyou?” 

Via leaned forward toward Suzanne, ignoring her 
stions. “There is one issue we must be absolutely sure 
’ she said calmly. “We have witnessed that yovtr col- 
pics have surprisingly little compunction about 
aaging worker clones. What about humans? Would 
y really be capable of hurling a human?” ‘ . 

‘Yes, Tm a^id so,” Suzanne said. “They arc dcs- 
atc.” 

‘It is hard to believe tliey would do such a thing after 
y have had an opportunity to experience our culture,” . 
lu said. “Ail our other visitors have unerringly adapted 
)ur peaceful ways.” 

‘Perhaps they would, too, given more of a chance,” 
anne said. “But at this point they arc dangerous to 
one who would thwart them.” 

‘Tm not sure I believe that,” another elder said. “It’s 
trary to our experience, as Ponu mentioned.” 
luzanne felt frustrated to the point of anger. “I can 
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to ^vc it up. Harvey was in the passenger portion o 
anti^vity freighter, which was carrying the Oceanus ; 
payload. He was ready to direct the craft into the d' 
chamber behind the great doors. 

“That looks familiar,” Donald said as he caught j 
of the stainless steel interior. “It reminds me of the r^ 
where we had our unsolicited bath on our way 
[nterterra.” 

A sudden rumble shook the ground, causing ever 
to struggle with their balance. It lasted four or 
seconds. 

“What the hell was that?” Perry demanded. 

Harvey poked his head out of the freighter. 
better hurry,” he called. “They must be opening a 
thermal shaft.” 

“What would that do?” Dopald yelled back. 

“Seal the exit vent,” Harvey shouted. 

“Come on, Arakl” Donald growled. “Speed 
process up.” 

“I can’t do any more than Tm doing,” Arak 
“Besides, Harvey is right, there won’t be enough t 
The port is going to be disabled.” - 

“We’re not giving up after coming this far,” Do 
warned. “In fifteen minutes Sufr’s going to be sh 
we’re not out of here.” 

Anotlter short vibration rumbled through the gro’ 
signifying that the monstrous pressure doors were 
open. r 

“Now it’s up to you,” Arak said. He waved to Ha 
to bring in the freighter. “When the inner door op 
power .into the launch/retrieval chamber. When 
floods and the launch doors are open you’re fre 
ascend the vent.” 
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“That’s not way it is going to happen,” Donald 
said. “You’re going all the way, Arak. You and Su6.” 

“No!” Arak cried. “No, please! V/c can’t. I’ve done 
-what you vc asked, and we cannot be exposed to the 
atmosphere without adaptation. We’ll die.” 

^T’m not asking,” Donald said. “I’m ordering.” 

Arak started to protest. Donald responded by pistol- 
whipping him across the face. Arak screamed and slapped 
his hands to liis face. Blood oozed out between his 
fingers. Donald pushed him intothc stainless steel room. 

The freighter responded to Harvq'’s commands, 
effortlessly gliding into the decoh chamber. 

“Come on, you guys,” Donald called to Perry and 
Richard. “Bring Sufa but leave the otiicrs.” 

As soon as et'cryonc was inside, Donald pulled Arak 
away from Sufa, who was trjing to comfort him. The 
man’s right eye was deeply purple and swollen. 

“Get this outer door closed and the inner one open, 
Arak,” Donald ordered. 

Arak mumbled into his wrist communicator and the 
big doors began to dose. Another rumble, signaling a 
second cartliquakc, echoed through the room; it lasted 
slightly longer than the firsL 

“Come on, Arak,” Donald warned, “Speed thh up!” 


“I told you I can’t,” Ardc cried. 

“Richard,” Donald called. “Get osxr here with one of 

your knives and cut off one ofSufa’s fingers. 

“No, wait!” A^ak sobbed. “I’ll do vdiat I can.” , 

Arak spoke into his w-rist unit ard the swing of the 
great doors quickf^.d. 

“That’s much ^>cttcr,” Donald said. “Much better^ 
indeed.” 

The whole room shook for a moment wi , ^ 
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cussion of the doors scaling. Almost simultaneously, inricr 
doors of equal size began to swing open. /Beyond was a 
huge black cavern similar to the one in which the sec- 
ondary humans had found themselves on their way into 
Interterra. It had the same briny odor, no doubt from 
having been filled with salt W'atcr long ago. 

As soon as the inner door was fully open, Harvey 
directed the freighter to carry the submersible within. 
The others ran after it but wrcrc impeded by the mud. . 

“Damn,” Perry said. “I forgot about this part.” 

“Get those inner doors closed!” Donald yelled to Arak 
as they caught up to the freighter. His voice echoed. He 
handed the gim to Perry. “We need lights. I’m going 
inside the submersible.” 

“Okay,” Perry said. He slipped his irideTC finger around 
the bigger. It gave him a strange feeling. He’d never held 
a handgun, mud' 'css shot one. ■ 

As Dondd ascended the submersible’s rungs another 
earthquake hit. He had to hold on to keep from being 
flung off. In the distance a sputtering sound heralded a 
geyser of lava. 

' “Shit!” Richard exclaimed. “We’re in a goddamn 
volcano.” 

As soon as the latest tremor stopped, Donald scam- 
pered the rest of the way up the ladder and disappeared 
inside tlsc Ocenntts. A moment later the exterior lights 
came on. It was none too soon; the inner, doors were 
nearing their jambs. Once they were shut the only light 
sources would be the submersible arid the fountain of lava 
in the distance. It w'as growing by the second. 

Donald’s head popped out of the submersible. “Let’s 
go, everybody,” he said. “Power’s up and life support’s 
on. We’re ready to button up.” 



Arak and Sufii were ordered to climb into the sxzbrzcn- 
iblc followed by Harvey, Perry, and Jrtchad, 
fihally had to take off the breastplate in order to get down, 
the hatch. Richard was the last in. As he dosed the hatch, 
lie saw a surge of water begin to fill the cas ern. He also 
lieard popping noises as the water collided with las^ to 
form steam. 

.When Richard climbed down the ladder into the sub- 
ncrsible, Donald told him to take a seat: he didn’t hasx 
my idea how much buficting they would cipciicnce as 
the cavern filled. A few' minutes later the Octar.us was 
louncing around like a cork. Evers'onc held on for dear 
ifc. 

“What are we supposed to do at this point?” Donald 
(Celled to Arak. 

“Nothing,” Arak said. “The water will carry the s 
jp the vent.” 

“So docs this mean that we’ve made it?” Don 
iskcd. , 

“I guess you made it,” Arak responded sullenly, f 
reached over and gripped Sufa’s hand. 


\Ia slowly lowered her arm. She’d had an car to 
:ommunicator. Although she’d been risb.V cn? 
word of Salt and Mura’s murdcrl her nrm: 
again tranquil. In. a calm voice she mnmcec 
Barsama vent was not sealed thre. iirrerr 
left the lock and is now in orer oerer c:e3rr5:cze-' 

“And the hostages?” Pore pcerec: 

“Only tw'o arc on bceri,” .-h: rx 

;till with the secondary' herrrs- Zcra£ md hie" 
left behind and arc safe.“ 




;crr 


vac 

Hie. 


Xic.: 
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“Excuse me,” Suzanne said, trying to get.hcr attc 
non. V/liat she was hearing seemed impossible. With 
the powers and technology she’d imagined the Interte 
fans to have at their disposal, her erstwhile colleagues h: 
apparendy gotten away! 

“I believe we must now deal dircedy with the 
people,” Ala said, continuing to ignore Su^nne. *‘T< 
much is at stake.” 

“I think we should send them back and be over wi 
this problem,” one of the elders to Suzanne’s left sai 
Suzanne swung around to face the women. In contrast 
the speaker of the council, this elder appeared to be in h 
mid nvenries. 

“You have the power to send them back?” Suzan; 
asked incredulously. She felt that, with such a simple S( 
ution possible, it was no wonder hone of the cld< 
appeared particularly distraught by die developments. 

“I agree we must send them back,” an elder on t 
opposite side of the room said, disregarding Suzanr 
Suzanne turned to look at the speaker, a boy of five or si: 

“Do we have general agreement?” Ala asked. 

A murmur of assent rose up from all the elders. 

“So be it,” Ala said. “We’ll send out a clone in a sm 
intergalactic ship.” 

“Tell them to use the lowest power possible on t 
grid,” Ponn said as Ala spoke briefly into her wrist coi 
municator. 

“Such an unfortunate episode,” one of the oth 
elders said. “It is a tragedy, indeed.” 

“They aren’t going to be hurt, arc they?” Suzan 
asked. She refused to give up and, to her surprise, / 
finally responded to this question. 

“Arc you asking about your friends?” Ala asked. 


JiMtfciSwr 


“Yes!'- Suranac said v.-ith, vexatror, 

“No, thev will not be hurt.'' A’e sac. <.-i- 

prised,” 

“■I t h i i i j t Arslc sue Scni's si<cnbcc sbcuiii, be 
acknowledged,” Ponu sa:-i 

‘^‘Witfa {dll honors," the bey chile sac, ’ ’k’': 'v.ts 
another general mnniinr of assart 

‘Won’t Arak and Sufa be sent back n-xS""' kj.vanjc 
questioned- 

“Of course,” Ala said. “They vbJi iJ be s:<rt bcc-t '' 
Suzanne looked from ortc deer tc Six*- 

totally confused. 


“I see light out the \-iew port!" Fern* sfc. cxe*.t,v-'N Yv' 
had been running for several hours Nxtth no vx'i'.sei'siU'.*.. 
and with the instrument hghts proddv.w. the I'.h.v. •.*,'. 

nation. Everyone was exhausted. 

“Me, too,” Richard said from the (.x'lxv^'ue «vie vC 
Oceanus. 

“There better be light," Pon.i!d saui *' A«.v i»' 

tltc gauge we’re at a depth of a huiiihvd teet. an. I ii ' 
dawn up there on the surface." 

“Sounds reassuring,” Perry s.xut "Uo\x nunli lctnn*i 
do you think?” 

Donald glanced down at his son.u ilispl.<v 
watching the bottom contours. IM s.iy m a onij’lc <'f 
hours at most wc’il be wthin .siglu ol the harl>or iilan>l> 
ofFBoston.” 

“All right!” Richard and Muiiacl cned ;;r:jJunt-nii 

They high-fived across the narrow aide 

“How much battery nme Jo u-'' 'e/r^ 
asked. 
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That’s the only problem,” Donald said. “It’s going 
to be close. We may have to swim the last hundred yards.” 

“That’s fine by me,” Harvey said. “I’d swim all the 
way to New York if I had to.” 

“What about my armor?” Michael said, suddenly con- 
cerned about his booty. 

“That’s your problem, sailor,” Donald said. “You’re 
the one who insisted on brining it all.” 

“I’ll give you a hand if you share it with me,” Richard 
offered. 

“Screw you,” Michael said. 

“No arguments!” Perry said emphatically. 

They traveled in silence for several minutes until Arak 
spoke up. “You have your fi-ecdom fi-om Interterra. Why 
did you take us, knowing what would happen to us?” 

“Insurance,” Donald said. ‘T wanted to be certain 
there would be no interference by your Council of Elders 
once we’d left Barsama port.” 

“You guys will also come in handy if anyone is foolish 
enough to doubt our story,” Richard said. 

Michael let out a guffaw. 

“But we shall perish,” Arak said. 

“We’ll take you to Massachusetts General Hospitd,” 
Donald said. He smiled wryly. “I happen to know they 
like challenges.” 

“It would be to no avail,” Arak said glumly. “Your 
medicine is too primitive to help.” 

“Well, it’s the best we can do,” Donald said. He 
started to say something else, but then stopped. His smile 
faded. 

“What’s the matter?” Perry demanded. As tense as 
Perry was he was particularly sensitive to Donald’s 
expression. 
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“Wc’vc got something weird here,” Donald said. He 
reached out to adjust tfie sonar di^lay. 

“What is it?” Perry demanded. 

“Check the sonar,” Donald said. “It looks as if some- 
thing is pursuing us, and it is coming very rapidly.” 

“How rapidly?” Perry asked. 

“This can’t be true,” Donald said with growing 
urgency. “The instruments arc telling me it’s going orvxr a 
hundred knots underwater!” He whirled about to face 
Arak. “Is this thing for real, and if so, what the hell is it?” 

“Probably an Interterran interplanetary ship,” Arak 
said, leaning forward to see the display. 

. “They still know you arc aboard, don’t they?” Donald 
demanded. 

“Certainly,” Arak said. 

Donald swung back around to the controls. “I don’t 
like this,” he snapped. “I’m going to surface.” 

“I don’t think we can,” Perry said. “It just got dark 
outside. It must be hovering directly over u.s.” 

The submersible began to shake with a low-frequency 
vibration. 

“Arak, w'hat the hell arc thc>’ doing?” 

“I don’t know,” Arak said. “Mayi^c then’ arc about to 
draw us up into their air lock.” 

“Harvey, do you have any idea what’s going on?” 
Donald demanded. 

“Not the slightest idea,” Harvey .said. IJkc the others 
he was holding on to the sides of his scat with white- 
knuckle intensity. The vibration wa.s increasing. 

Donald snatched the Lugcr and pointed it at Arak. 
“Contact these bastards and get them to stop whatever 
thq’ arc doing! If not, you arc history.” 

“Look,” Perry called out, pointing to the side-scan 
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sonar display. “You can see an image of the craft. It looks 
like a double-layered saucer.” 

“Oh, no!” Arak exclaimed when he saw the new 
image. “It’s not an interplanetary ship! It’s an interga- 
lactic cruiser!” 

“What difference does that make?” Donald yelled. 

The vibration had increased to the point that it was 
difficult to stay in their scats. The heavy steel hull of the 
submersible creaked and groaned under the stress. 

■‘They are going to take us back!” Arak cried. “Sufe, 
y arc going to take us back!” 

“It is all they could do ” Stife sobbed. “It’s all they 
lid do.” 

The vibration stopped wnth a jarring suddenness, but 
ore anyone could respond, there was a tremendous 
.vard acceleration. All the occupants were pressed into 
;ir seats with such force, for a moment they could not 
tve or even breathe. They were brought to the brink of 
consciousness. The inertial force was accompanied by a 
inge light that enveloped the submersible’s interior. In 
: next instant, everything reverted to normal except for 
aw, suggesting a wave action that wasn’t present earlier. 
“My God!” Donald groaned. “What the hell hap- 
ied?” He moved, but his limbs felt heavy and sluggish, 
if the air had become viscous. But the effect lasted only 
dl he’d flexed his joints several times. Then he felt 
rmal. Insrinctivcly, his eyes scanned the instruments. 

: was surprised to see they were reading normally. But 
:n he ^anced at the battery level. To his dismay, the 
jgc showed the batteries had been drained of what 
trge they had had, .indicating the submersible was on 
: brink of losing power. Then he saw something else 
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astonishing: they were in only fifty feet of water! No 
wonder they were being- buffeted by waves. 

Donald’s eyes sliot over to the sonar display. The Intcr- 
terran vessel, or whatever it was, had disappeared. Instead 
Donald could sec that the ocean floor sloped upward. 
It appeared that dry land was a mere hundred fifty feet' 
ahead. 

The other occupants of the submersible were reviving 
themselves after the bizarre ordeal. 

“I wonder if that’s v/hat astronauts feel when they blast 
offinto space?” Perry moaned. 

“If it is, I’m not interested in going,” Richard said. 

“It’s similar,” Arak said. “But not the same. Of course, 
you arc too unsophisticated to recognize the difference.” 

“Shut up, Araic,” Donald said. “I’ve had enough of 
you.”. 

“Indeed you Have,” Arak said. “And you deserve your 
fate.” 

“Prepare to surface,” Donald said. “We’re running 
out of power.” 

“Oh, no!” Perry cried. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Donald assured everyone as he 
used compressed gas to blow ballast. “We’ve got dry land 
dead ahead.” 

The surge of the submersible increased dramatically as 
they came up and broached. While there was still a bit of 
power left, Donald frantically tried to get a LORAN fix. 
When that didn’t work he tried the Geosat. That didn’t 
work either, “I can’t understand this,” he said. He 
scratched his head. It didn’t m^e sense. “Somebody go 
up into the sail, crack the hatch, and see if they recogm'ze 
where we arc. We should be somewhere in Boston 
Harbor.” 


400 


KOIIN COOK 


“FU go,” Michael said. “This area’s my old stomping 
ground.” 

“Be careful with this wave action,” Donald warned. 

if I haven’t been in boats much,” Michael scofled. 
While Michael climbed the ladder up into die 
hatchway, Donald rapidly took everything noncssential 
oflf-linc to conserve what litdc power remained in the 
batteries. But it was no use. The batteries were drained, 
and a moment later the lights went out, and they lost all 
headway. 

Up in the sail they heard Michael crack the hatch. Pale 
»ming light shined down into the darkened submers- 
c. They could feel the humid sea air and hear the harsh 
t welcome cry of seagulls. 

“That’s music to my cars,” Bichard said. 

“We’re just off one of the harbor islands,” Michael 
led out from above. “I don’t know which one,” 

At that moment the submersible struck the sandy 
ttom with a jolt and began to turn sideways in the surf. 
“We’ve got to get out of here!” Donald cried. “This 
ing is going to founder.” 

As the secondary humans scrambled out of their scats, 
ak and Sufa raised their hands and pressed palms lov- 
ely “For Intcrtcrra,” Arak said. 

“For Intcrtcrra,” Sufa repeated. 

“Come on, you two,” Donald yelled to the two 
mary humans. “This sub’s about to tip ovc, and when 
iocs if ’s going to flood.” 

Arak and Sufa ignortrd him but instead continued to 

Ks palms dreamily 

“Suit yourselves,” Donald said. 

“Someone bring up my armor,” Michael yelled down 
: hatch. / 
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Hicrc was a mad scrambfc up tfic ladder, especially 
ftcr die sub careened and a slosh of water came crashing 
lown the hatchway. Topside everyone except ?vlichacl 
imped into the surf and struck out for nearby shore, 
dichac! tried to go back down the ladder but changed his 
aind when the boat heeled over completely. It was with 
omc difficulty that he managed to swim free. 

Harvey had to be helped in the wild surf, but everyone 
xcept the Interterrans made it to the steeply pitched 
icach, where they flopped down in the warm sand, 
dichael was the last to pull himself from the undertow, 
lichard teased him mercilessly about his sunken Greek 
rmor. 

The weather was superb. It was a mild, haay summer 
Homing. Warm sunlight sparkled across the water, giving 
n inkling of what its midday power would be. After the 
;ffort iri the surf, the group w'as content to rest, suck in 
he fresh air, watch the gulls soar, and allow the sun to 
Iry the flimsy satin garments clinging to^ their bodies. 

“Now I feel sad about Arak and Sufa,” Perry said wist- 
iilly. The Oceanus had tipped over on its side and was 
illed with water. It was already farther off the shore than 
vhen they’d disembarked. The w'avc action was dragging 
tback out to sea. 

“Not me,” Richard said. “Good riddance as far as I’m 
roncemed.” 

“It’s too bad about the submersible, though,” Donald 
:aid. “It’s not going to last long out there. It will prob- 
jbly end up on the bottom off the continental shelf. 
Damn! I was hoping to power it right into Boston 
Harbor.” 

Just after Donald spoke a particularly big set of waves 
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reared up. After they broke and the foam receded, the 
subrocrsiblcvas gone from sight. 

“Weil, there it goes,” Perry sdd. 

“After our story is told I’m sure there will be a iot of 
pressure to salvage it,” Midiaci said. “It’ll- probably end 
up in the Smithsonian.” 

“Wlicrc arc -we?” Harvey asked. He pushed himself up 
on one elbow' and looked back at the low, windswept 
island. It seemed to be only rock, sand, scashclls, and saw 
grass. 

“We told you,” Donald said. “It’s one of the many 
Boston Harbor islands.” 

“How are we going to get to town?” Perry asked. 

“A couple hours from now there’ll be pleasure boats all 
around here,” Michael said. “Once people hear our story 
they’re going to be fighting over the honor of giving us a 
tide.” 

“I’m looking forward to a nice dinner where I know 
what I’m eating,” Perry sad. “And a telephone! I w'ant to 
call my wife and daughters. Then I want to sleep for about 
forty-eight hours.” 

“I’ll second that,” Donald said, “Come on! Let’s walk 
around to the windward side. Even from a distance a 
gander at old Bcantown will do my heart good.” 

“I’m with you,” Perry s^d. 

The group got to their feet, stretched, and started 
- hiking along the beach in the hard-packed sand at the 
water’s edge. Despite their exhaustion, they began to 
sing. Even Donald was drawn into the merriment. 

Rounding a point forming the side of a small inlet, the 
group stopped in their tracks and fell silent. Not more 
than a couple of hundred feet upwind from them was an 
old gray-haired man clamming in the shadows. He had 
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beached a moderate-sized skiff. Its lateen sail was lu.'Ting 
m the steady breeze. 

“Isn’t this a happy coincidence?’’ Perrs said. 

“I can taste the coffee and feel those clean sheets 
already,” Michael said, “Come on, let’s make this old guy 
a hero. They’ll probably put him on CNN.” 

With a whoop, the group broke into a run. The 
fisherman panicked at the sight of the pack of bcllovdng 
men charging toward him across the dunes. Dashing to 
his boat, he tossed in his pail and net and tned to flee. 

Richard was the first on the scene, and he raced out 
into waist-deep water to grasp the boat’s transom and 
slow its progress. 

“Hey, old man, what’s the rush?” Richard questioned. 

The fisherman responded by releasing his sail. With an 
oar he tried to fend Richard off. Richard grabbed the oar, 
yanked it out of the man’s grip, and tossed it aside The 
others ran out into the water and latched onto the boat. 

“Not a very friendly chap,” Richard remarked. The 
fisherman was .standing amidships, glaring at the group. 

Harvey retrieved the oar and^brought it back. 

“No wonder,” Perry said. He looked do%sTi at himself 
and then at the others. “Look at us! What v/ouJd yor 
think if four guys dressed in lingerie came running out oi 
the morning mist?” 

The entire group broke down into giddv laughter 
fueled by exhaustion and stress. It took them several 
minutes to regain a semblance of control 

“Sorry, old man,” Perry said between chokes of 
laughter. “Pardon our appearance and our behavior. Bur 
we’ve had one hell of a night.” 

“Too much grog, I suspect,” the fisherman said 

The fisherman’s response sent them od on another 
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iau^Mg jag. But eventually they recovered enough to 
convince the man that they were not dangerous and that 
he would be generously compensated if he gave them a 
ride into Boston proper. With that decided, the men 
climbed into the boat. 

It was a pleasant ride especially in comparison with 
the tense hours in the tight, claustrophobic submersible. 
Between the warm sun, the soft whisper of the wind in the 
s^, and the gentle roll of the boat, all but the fisherman 
were fast asleep before the skiff rounded the island. 

With a steady breeze the fisherman expertly brought 
the boat into the harbor in good time. Unsure of where 
his passengers wanted to be dropped off, he gave the 
nearest person’s shoulder a shake. Perry responded grog- 
gly to the prodding and for a moment had trouble 
opening his eyes. When he did, the fisherman posed his 
question. 

“I guess it doesn’t matter where,” Perry said. With 
supreme effort he sat up. His mouth was dry and cottony. 
Blinking in the bright sunlight, he glanced around the 
harbor. Then he rubbed his eyes, bUnked again, and 
■ tared at tlic surroundings. 

“Where the hell arc we?” he demanded. Hc/was con- 

scd. “I tliought we w'crc supposed to be in Boston.” 

“’Tis Boston,” the fisherman said. He pointed to the 
right. “Them there is Long Wharf.” 

Perry rubbed his eyes again. For a moment he 
wondered if he were hallucinating. He was looking at a 
harbor scene of square-rigged sailing ships, schooners, 
and liorsc drays along a granite quay. The tallest buildings 
were wood frame and a mere four or five stories. 

Fighting offa wave of disbelief that bordered on terror, 
Perry shook Donald awake in a panic, crpng that some- 
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thing was terribly wrong. The commotion awoke the 
others as well. When they took in the scene, they were 
equally dumbfounded. 

Perry turned back to the fisherman, who was lowering 
the sail. “What year is this?” he asked hesitantly. 

“Year of our Lord seventeen hundred ninety-one,” tlic 
fisherman said. 

Perry’s mouth dropped open. He looked back at the 
square-rigged sailing ships. “Good God! They put us 
back in time.” 

• “Come on!” Richard complained. “This has got to be 
some kind of joke. ” 

“Maybe they’re making a movie,” Michael suggested. 

“I don’t think so,” Donald said slowly. “That’s what 
Arak meant when he said they were going to take us back. 
He meant back in time not back to Intcrterra.” 

“The intcrgalactic ships must involve time tech- 
nology,” Perry said. “I guess that’s the only way travel to 
another galaxy is possible.” 

“My God,” Donald muttered. “We’re marooned. 
Nobody is going to believe our story about Intcrterra, 
and the technology doesn’t exist to prove it or for us to 
get back there.” 

Perry nodded as he stared aliead with unseeing eyes. 
“People arc going to think we’re mad.” 

“What about the submersible?” Richard cried. “Let’s 
go back!” 

“And do what?” Donald asked. “We’d never find it, 
much less salvage it.” 

“I’m not going to sec my family after all,” Perry cried. 
“We gave up paradise for colonial America? 1 don’t 
believe it.” 
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“You know, I’ve finally figured out where you lubbers 
arc from,” the fisherman said as he readied the oars. 

“Really,” Perry said, without interest. 

“There’s not a doubt in my mind,” the fisherman con- 
tinued. “You’ve got to be from that college up the 
Charles River. You Harvard fellow's arc always making 
fools of yourselves.” 



GLOSSARY 


Astfaenosphcrc A zone witliin tlic earth ranging in 
depth from 50^ to 200 km; it is die upper part of the 
mantle (see below), situated directly below the litho- 
sphere (see below). This area is theorized to oe molten 
and yielding to plastic flow. 

basalt A dark, almost black rock foimcd from the 
cooling and solidification of molten silicate minerals. It 
forms a large part of the oceanic crust. 

bathypclagic An adjective relating to moderately deep 
ocean deptiis (2,000-12,000 ft). 

caldera A crater formed by die collapse of a volcano’s 
' summit. ? 

circadian An adjective relating to a twenty-four-hour 
C}’Clc. 

dike A tabular rock formation arising from molten rock 
forced up a cleft or fissure and dicn solidifjnng. 

dinoflagcllates A type of olankton (sec below) tliat 
includes many bioluminescent varieties. Dinoflagcllates 
' also cause red tide. 
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ectogeaesis Embryonic development outside rite 
womb. ^ 

cpipdape An adjective relating to the part of the 
surfece ocean in which enough light penetrates to 
support photosynthesis. 

foraminifera Tmy marine protozoans whose calcerous 
shells' form chalk and the most widely distributed 
limestone. 

gabbro A dark, sometimes green rock that makes up a 
significant part of the lowest part of the oceanic crust. ’ 

gamete A male or female germ cell. 

glob^erina ooze A cream-colored muck that covers a 
good portion of the deep ocean floor and is composed 
mainly of the minute skeletons of foraminifera (see 
above). 

graben A fault block that has dropped below the height 
of the surrounding rock. 

guyot Ascamount (see below) \rith a flattop. 

lithosphere The rigid crust of the earth; it includes the 
sea floor as well as the continents. 

mantle An inner layer of the earth, between the litho- 
sphere (see above) and the central core. 

microsome Any of tlic various minute subccllular 
structures. - 

Mohoroviac discontinuity An area within the earth 
where there is a large change in the transmission of 
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seismic waves. It is between 5 and 10 km below’ th 
ocean floor and about 35 km below the continents. 

Fanpica A sin^c continent that began breaking up i 
the Mesozoic era by the action of plate tcaorucs t 
form the present-day continents. 

peridotite A dark rock deep within the mantle. 

plankton Microscopic plants (phjtoplankton) an 
animals (zooplankton) that exist in such prodigjovj 
numbers that they form the base of the oceanic foo 
chain. 

Bichtcr scale A metliod of expressing the magnitude < 
earthquakes. 

seamount An underwater mountain usually formed b 
volcanic actisity. 

thermocline A relatively stable, abrupt temperatur 
change in a body of water. 

zygote A cell formed by tlic union of two gametes (sc 
above) which has the potential to form a new indi 
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